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Praise for Black against Empire 


“This is the book we’ve all been waiting for: the first complete history of the 
Black Panther Party, devoid of the hype, the nonsense, the one-dimensional 
heroes and villains, the myths, or the tunnel vision that has limited 
scholarly and popular treatments across the ideological spectrum. Bloom 
and Martin’s riveting, nuanced, and highly original account revises our 
understanding of the Party’s size, scope, ideology, and political complexity 
and offers the most compelling explanations for its ebbs and flows and 
ultimate demise. Moreover, they reveal with spectacular clarity that the 
Party’s primary target was not just police brutality or urban poverty or 
white supremacy but U.S. empire in all of its manifestations.” 

—Robin D. G. Kelley, author of Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical 
Imagination 


“As important as the Black Panthers were to the evolution of black power, 
the African American freedom struggle, and, indeed, the sixties as a whole, 
scholarship on the group has been surprisingly thin and all too often 
polemical. Certainly no definitive scholarly account of the Panthers has 
been produced to date or rather had been produced to date. Bloom and 
Martin can now lay claim to that honor. This is, by a wide margin, the most 
detailed, analytically sophisticated, and balanced account of the organiza- 
tion yet written. Anyone who hopes to understand the group and its impact 
on American culture and politics will need to read this book.” 

—Doug McAdan, author of Political Process and the Development of 
Black Insurgency, 1930-1970 


“Bloom and Martin bring to light an important chapter in American history. 
They carefully mine the archival data to give us an account of the rise of the 
Black Panther Party, of its successes, and the shoals of American politics on 
which it fractured. In the process they give full credit to the strategic agency 
of the remarkable revolutionaries at the center of the story.” 

—Frances Fox Piven, President, American Sociological Association 


“An essential, deeply researched, and insightful study—the best so far—of 
the complex history, inner workings, and conflicted legacy of the Black 
Panther Party as it waged its relentless battle for human rights and racial 
dignity in the streets of urban America.” 

—Leon F. Litwack, President, Organization of American Historians 


“Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, Jr., have written the first compre- 
hensive political history of the Black Panther Party. They present an 
unvarnished, judicious treatment of a much-revered, much-maligned, and 
widely misunderstood revolutionary organization leading the charge for 
‘Black Power’ in the late 1960s and early 1970s. They provide persuasive 
answers to questions about the Party’s rise and fall that others have failed to 
fully address. All other scholars will henceforth have to grapple with their 
substantial findings. General readers will find it compelling too.” 

—Tera Hunter, Professor of History and African American Studies, 
Princeton University 


“Black against Empire puts the Black Panthers in dialogue with the varieties 
of political unrest across the country. Through a fresh analytical framework 
that helps us understand the revolutionary fervor of the 1960s, Bloom and 
Martin make clear that the Panthers were not an aberration or figment 
of the popular imaginary. They were the vanguard among black people 
seeking a way out of nowhere.” 

—Jane Rhodes, author of Framing the Black Panthers: The Spectacular Rise 
of a Black Power Icon 


“In a stunning historical account, Joshua Bloom and Waldo Martin map the 
complex trajectory of the ideology and practice of the Black Panther Party. 
Going beyond merely chronicling ‘what happened, the authors situate the 
rise and fall of the Panthers within the prevailing, and constantly shifting, 
political climate at home and abroad. Much has been written about the 
Party, but Black against Empire is the definitive history of the Panthers— 
one that helps us rethink the very meaning of a revolutionary movement.” 
—Michael Omi, coauthor of Racial Formation in the United States 
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When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary 
for one people to disolve the political bonds which have 
connected them with another, and to assume among the 
powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which 
the laws of nature and nature’s god entitled them, a decent 
respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should 
declare the causes which impel them to separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator 
with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed; that 
whenever any form of government becomes destructive of 
these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish 
it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation 
on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, 
as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and 
happiness. 

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long 
established should not be changed for light and transient 
causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that 
mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are 
sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the 
forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long 
train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably 
the same object evinces a design to reduce them under 
absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to 
throw off such government, and to provide new guards 
for their future security. 

—Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776, as excerpted in the 


Black Panther Party’s original Ten Point Program, Black Panther, 
May 15, 1967 
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Introduction 


The Panthers shut out the pack of zealous reporters and kept the door 
locked all day, but now the hallway was empty. Huey Newton and two 
comrades casually walked from the luxury suite down to the lobby and 
slipped out of the Hong Kong Hilton. Their official escort took them 
straight across the border, and after a short flight, they exited the plane 
in Beijing, where they were greeted by cheering throngs.! 

It was late September 1971, and U.S. national security adviser Henry 
Kissinger had just visited China a couple months earlier. The United 
States was proposing a visit to China by President Nixon himself and 
looking toward normalization of diplomatic relations. The Chinese lead- 
ers held varied views of these prospects and had not yet revealed whether 
they would accept a visit from Nixon. 

But the Chinese government had been in frequent communication 
with the Black Panther Party, had hosted a Panther delegation a year 
earlier, and had personally invited Huey Newton, the Party’s leader, 
to visit. With Nixon attempting to arrange a visit, Newton decided to 
accept the invitation and beat Nixon to China.” 

When Zhou Enlai, the Chinese premier, greeted Newton in Beijing, 
Newton took Zhou’s right hand between both his own hands. Zhou 
clasped Newton’s wrist with his left hand, and the two men looked 
deeply into each other’s eyes. Newton presented a formal petition 
requesting that China “negotiate with... Nixon for the freedom of 
the oppressed peoples of the world.” Then the two sat down for a pri- 
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vate meeting. On National Day, the October 1 anniversary of the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China, Premier Zhou honored 
the Panthers as national guests. Tens of thousands of Chinese gathered 
in Tiananmen Square, waving red flags and applauding the Panthers. 
Revolutionary theater groups, folk dancers, acrobats, and the revolu- 
tionary ballet performed. Huge red banners declared, “Peoples of the 
World, Unite to destroy the American aggressors and their lackeys.”4 
At the official state dinner, first lady Jiang Qing sat with the Panthers.* 
A New York Times editorial encouraged Nixon “to think positively 
about Communist China and to ignore such potential sources of fric- 
tion as the honors shown to Black Panther leader Huey Newton.”® 


FORBIDDEN HISTORY 


In Oakland, California, in late 1966, community college students Bobby 
Seale and Huey Newton took up arms and declared themselves part of 
a global revolution against American imperialism. Unlike civil rights 
activists who advocated for full citizenship rights within the United 
States, their Black Panther Party rejected the legitimacy of the U.S. gov- 
ernment. The Panthers saw black communities in the United States as 
a colony and the police as an occupying army. In a foundational 1967 
essay, Newton wrote, “Because black people desire to determine their 
own destiny, they are constantly inflicted with brutality from the occu- 
pying army, embodied in the police department. There is a great simi- 
larity between the occupying army in Southeast Asia and the occupa- 
tion of our communities by the racist police.”” 

As late as February 1968, the Black Panther Party was still a small 
local organization. But that year, everything changed. By December, 
the Party had opened offices in twenty cities, from Los Angeles to New 
York. In the face of numerous armed conflicts with police and virulent 
direct repression by the state, young black people embraced the revolu- 
tionary vision of the Party, and by 1970, the Party had opened offices 
in sixty-eight cities from Winston-Salem to Omaha and Seattle.* The 
Black Panther Party had become the center of a revolutionary move- 
ment in the United States.’ 

Readers today may have difficulty imagining a revolution in the 
United States. But in the late 1960s, many thousands of young black 
people, despite the potentially fatal outcome of their actions, joined the 
Black Panther Party and dedicated their lives to revolutionary strug- 
gle. Many more approved of their efforts. A joint report by the Federal 
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Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Central Intelligence Agency, Defense 
Intelligence Committee, and National Security Agency expressed grave 
concern about wide support for the Party among young blacks, not- 
ing that “43 per cent of blacks under 21 years of age [have] .. . a great 
respect for the [Black Panther Party].”!° Students for a Democratic 
Society, the leading antiwar and draft resistance organization, declared 
the Black Panther Party the “vanguard in our common struggles against 
capitalism and imperialism.” ' FBI director J. Edgar Hoover famously 
declared, “The Black Panther Party, without question, represents the 
greatest threat to the internal security of the country.” 

As the Black Panthers drew young blacks to their revolutionary pro- 
gram, the Party became the strongest link between the domestic Black 
Liberation Struggle and global opponents of American imperialism. 
The North Vietnamese—at war with the United States—sent letters 
home to the families of American prisoners of war (POWs) through 
the Black Panther Party and discussed releasing POWs in exchange for 
the release of Panthers from U.S. jails. Cuba offered political asylum 
to Black Panthers and began developing a military training ground for 
them. Algeria—then the center of Pan-Africanism and a world hub of 
anti-imperialism that hosted embassies for most postcolonial govern- 
ments and independence movements—granted the Panthers national 
diplomatic status and an embassy building of their own, where the 
Panthers headquartered their International Section under the leader- 
ship of Eldridge and Kathleen Cleaver. 

But by the time of Newton’s trip to China, the Black Panther Party 
had begun to unravel. In the early 1970s, the Party rapidly declined. 
By mid-1972, it was basically a local Oakland community organiza- 
tion once again. An award-winning elementary school and a brief local 
renaissance in the mid-1970s notwithstanding, the Party suffered a 
long and painful demise, formally closing its last office in 1982. 

Not since the Civil War almost a hundred and fifty years ago have 
so many people taken up arms in revolutionary struggle in the United 
States. Of course, the number of people who took up arms for the 
Union and Confederate causes and the number of people killed in the 
Civil War are orders of magnitude larger than the numbers who have 
engaged in any armed political struggle in the United States since. 
Some political organizations that embraced revolutionary ideologies 
yet eschewed armed confrontation with the state may have garnered 
larger followings than the Black Panther Party did. But in the general 
absence of armed revolution in the United States since 1865, the thou- 
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sands of Black Panthers—who dedicated their lives to a political pro- 
gram involving armed resistance to state authority—stand alone. 

Why in the late r960s—in contrast to the Civil Rights Movement’s 
nonviolent action and demands for African Americans’ full participa- 
tion in U.S. society and despite severe personal risks—did so many 
young people dedicate their lives to the Black Panther Party and em- 
brace armed revolution? Why, after a few years of explosive growth, 
did the Party so quickly unravel? And why has no similar movement 
developed since? 

Most obvious explanations do not stand up to the evidence. Some 
believe the Party was a creation of the media. But most of the media 
attention came after the Party’s rapid spread. Some assert that the 
Party’s success was just a product of the times. But many other black 
political organizations, some with similar ideologies, sought to mobi- 
lize people at the same time, and none succeeded like the Panthers. 
Others contend that this or that Panther leader was an unrivaled orga- 
nizer and that by the force of his or her efforts, the Party was able to 
recruit its vast following. But most of the new recruits to the Black 
Panthers came to the Party asking to join, not the other way around. 
One common view is that the Party collapsed because it could not with- 
stand the government’s repression, but the year of greatest repression, 
1969, was also the year of the Party’s greatest growth.¥ 

While much has been written on aspects of the Black Panther Party, 
none of the accounts to date have offered a rigorous overarching analy- 
sis of the Party’s evolution and impact. Most writers have looked at a 
small slice of the Party’s temporal and geographic scope, providing lim- 
ited historical context. Party sympathizers are as guilty of such reduc- 
tion as its detractors are. Commentators reduce the Party to its commu- 
nity service programs or to armed confrontation with the police. They 
claim the Panthers espoused narrowly Marxist or black nationalist ide- 
ology. They maintain that Huey Newton was a genius or that he was 
overly philosophical, or that he was a criminal. They say the Party’s 
power came from organizing young blacks from the urban ghettos or 
that its influence stemmed from its ability to draw broad support from 
a range of allies. To some people, the Party was a locus of cutting-edge 
debate on gender politics, and they applaud its embrace of women’s and 
gay liberation; to others, it was sexist and patriarchal. 

Occasionally, commentators have even suggested that the Black 
Panther Party was all of these things. But no one has made sense of 
the relationship among the parts, situated the varying practices of the 
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Party in time and place, and adequately traced the evolution of the 
Party’s politics. As Pulitzer Prize-winning historian David Garrow 
recently pointed out in an extensive review of historical works on the 
Panthers, no one has yet offered a serious analysis of how the politi- 
cal practices of the Black Panther Party changed during its history or 
why people were drawn to participate at each juncture of its evolution. 
“Panther scholarship,” Garrow observes, “would benefit immensely 
from a detailed and comprehensive narrative history that gives special 
care to how rapidly the [Black Panther Party] evolved through a succes- 
sion of extremely fundamental changes. ... Far too much of what has 
been written about the [Party] fails to specify expressly which period 
of Panther history is being addressed or characterized, and interpre- 
tive clarity, and accuracy, will benefit greatly from a far more explicit 
appreciation and identification of the major turning points in the [Black 
Panther Party’s] eventually tragic evolution.” “4 

Writing in the New York Times in 1994, sociologist Robert Blauner 
commented, “Because of the political mine fields,” the “complex and 
textured social history that the Panthers deserve” has not yet been writ- 
ten and “may be ro or 15 years in the future.” !5 More than forty years 
have passed since the heyday of the Black Panther Party, and almost 
twenty years have passed since Blauner’s writing, but to date, despite 
comment by a diversity of writers, no one has presented an adequate or 
comprehensive history.'¢ 

As a popular adage suggests, “History is written by the victors.” 7 
Writing a history that transcends preconceptions is challenging. It 
takes time and perspective and endless sifting through often-contra- 
dictory evidence to test competing explanations and weigh the impor- 
tance of divergent forces. But the lack of an overarching history of the 
Panthers and their politics, despite the abundance of writing on various 
aspects of the Party, is unusual. We suspect that the long absence of an 
adequate history is due, in part, to the character of state repression of 
the Party. Aimed specifically at vilifying the Black Panther Party, state 
repression powerfully shaped public understandings and blurred the 
outlines of the history. 

The federal government and local police forces across the nation 
responded to the Panthers with an unparalleled campaign of repression 
and vilification. They fed defamatory stories to the press. They wire- 
tapped Panther offices around the country. They hired dozens of infor- 
mants to infiltrate Panther chapters. Often, they put aside all pretense 
and simply raided Panther establishments, guns blazing. In one case, in 
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Chicago in December 1969, equipped with an informant’s map of the 
apartment, police and federal agents assassinated a prominent Panther 
leader in his bed while he slept, shooting him in the head at point-blank 
range.!® 

In attacking the Black Panthers as enemies of the state, federal agents 
sought to repress not just the Party as an organization but the politi- 
cal possibility it represented. The FBI’s Counterintelligence Program 
(COINTELPRO) sought to vilify the Black Panthers and “prevent [the 
Party and similar] black nationalist groups and leaders from gaining 
respectability by discrediting them.” 

FBI director J. Edgar Hoover emphasized time and again, in dif- 
ferent ways, that “one of our primary aims in counterintelligence as it 
concerns the BPP is to keep this group isolated from the moderate black 
and white community which may support it.”?° Federal agents sought 
“to create factionalism” among Party leaders and between the Panthers 
and other black political organizations.*! FBI operatives forged doc- 
uments and paid provocateurs to promote violent conflicts between 
Black Panther leaders—as well as between the Party and other black 
nationalist organizations—and congratulated themselves when these 
conflicts yielded the killing of Panthers. And COINTELPRO sought to 
lead the Party into unsupportable action, “creating opposition to the 
BPP on the part of the majority of the residents of the ghetto areas.” 
For example, agent provocateurs on the government payroll supplied 
explosives to Panther members and sought to incite them to blow up 
public buildings, and they promoted kangaroo courts encouraging 
Panther members to torture suspected informants. 

One school of commentators simply took up Hoover’s program of 
vilification, portraying the Party as criminals and obscuring and min- 
imizing its politics. In an influential article in 1978, Kate Coleman 
and Paul Avery made a series of allegations about personal misdeeds 
and criminal actions by Panthers in the 1970s, after the Party had lost 
influence as a national and international political organization: “Black 
Panthers have committed a series of violent crimes over the last sev- 
eral years. ... There appears to be no political explanation for it; the 
Party is no longer under siege by the police, and this is not self-defense. 
It seems to be nothing but senseless criminality, directed in most cases 
at other blacks.” ?4 

David Horowitz wrote a series of essays in 1994 building on these 
allegations, treating them as the totality of what was important or 
interesting about the Panthers and describing the Black Panthers as “an 
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organized street gang.”*5 Hugh Pearson, in consultation with Horo- 
witz, then wrote The Shadow of the Panther, a full-length book ver- 
sion of the story Horowitz had developed, telling the history of the 
Black Panther Party through the alleged crimes and personal misdeeds 
of Huey Newton.?6 The major newspapers celebrated the book as a 
respectable history of the Party and its politics. The New York Times 
called the book “a richly detailed portrait of a movement” and named 
it one of its Notable Books of the Year 1994.?” 

The storm of criminal allegations touted as movement history effec- 
tively advanced J. Edgar Hoover’s program of vilifying the Party and 
shrouding its politics. While many of the criminal allegations that 
Horowitz and his colleagues made about Huey Newton and other Pan- 
ther leaders were thinly supported and almost none were verified in 
court, these treatments also omit and obscure the thousands of peo- 
ple who dedicated their lives to the Panther revolution, their reasons 
for doing so, and the political dynamics of their participation, their 
actions, and the consequences. 

Hoover’s program aimed to drive a wedge between the Party and 
its nonblack allies. Today, the popular misconception persists that the 
Black Panther Party was separatist, or antiwhite. Many current internet 
postings mischaracterize the Party in this way.’ In fact, the Party was 
deeply antiracist and strongly committed to interracial coalitions. Even 
some newspapers got the basic story wrong, such as the Providence 
Journal-Bulletin, whose editorial board characterized the Party as an 
“organization based on racial hostility ... a mirror image of the Ku 
Klux Klan.”?? Such misconceptions have also taken root among some 
of today’s young activists seeking to emulate the historical example of 
the Black Panthers, such as the so-called New Black Panther Party, dar- 
ling of Fox News, which while claiming to carry on the legacy of the 
original Black Panthers, preaches separatism and racial hate. 

Another influential line of attack—the argument that the Panthers 
primarily advanced “black macho” rather than a broader liberation 
politics—has also done more to obscure than to illuminate the history 
of the Party. Michelle Wallace first popularized this argument in her 
influential 1978 book Black Macho and the Myth of Superwoman, in 
which she denigrates the role of Angela Davis and other revolutionary 
black women as “do-it-for-your-man” selfless subservience to misog- 
yny in the name of black liberation.*° As June Jordan commented in 
a 1979 review, Black Macho is “a divisive, fractious tract devoid of 
hope and dream, devoid even of competent scholarship for the sub- 
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ject so glibly undertaken.”*! Yet the argument gained traction, perhaps 
in part because it built upon a kernel of truth. Stewarding a predomi- 
nantly male organization in the beginning, some Black Panthers indeed 
asserted an aggressive black masculinity. But by misrepresenting this 
black masculinism as the totality of the Party’s politics, Wallace and 
her ilk distorted and defamed the Party. They erased the women who 
soon constituted a majority of the Panther membership and devalued the 
considerable struggles Panther women and men undertook to advance 
gender and sexual liberation within and through the Party, often pro- 
gressing well in advance of the wider society. 

If J. Edgar Hoover were alive today, he would undoubtedly take 
great pride in the persistence of the factionalism he sought to create 
among the Panthers. Fights that erupted between Panther factions as 
the Party lost its national and international political influence in the 
19708 have long outlived the organization. Decades later, former Black 
Panther leaders continue to condemn each other virulently in public. 
These disputes distract from the politics of the Black Panthers in their 
heyday and sustain the Party’s public vilification. 

But in recent decades, the history of the Black Panther Party has 
proven irrepressible. Memoirs by former Black Panthers, as well as 
scholarly books, edited collections, articles, doctoral dissertations, and 
master’s theses, have chipped away at public fallacies, clearing obscu- 
rity and uncovering the history of the Party piece by piece. Memoirs 
by, and biographies of, Black Panther activists who served in various 
parts of the country, and some who were national leaders—including 
David Hilliard, Elbert “Big Man” Howard, Assata Shakur, Geronimo 
Pratt, Elaine Brown, Safiya Bukhari, Stokely Carmichael, Marshall 
“Eddie” Conway, Flores Forbes, Evans Hopkins, Mumia Abu-Jamal, 
Steve McCutchen, Robert Hillary King, Huey P. Newton, Afeni 
Shakur, and Johnny Spain—provide personal perspectives and rich 
accounts of life in the Party. Edited collections by Kathleen Cleaver and 
George Katsiaficas, Judson Jeffries, Charles Jones, Yohuru Williams 
and Jama Lazerow, and countless journal articles, fill out the story of 
local chapters in cities across the country and develop thematic insights 
across them. Books on the Panthers by Paul Alkebulan, Curtis Austin, 
Christian Davenport, Donna Murch, Jane Rhodes, as well as more gen- 
eral recent books that contain significant discussions of the Panthers, 
build analytic perspective.*? A new generation of scholars has provided 
rigorous treatments of myriad facets of the Party’s history, producing 
the extraordinary number of ninety dissertations and master’s the- 
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ses—most written in the last decade—analyzing specific aspects of the 
Party’s history, such as the sickle-cell-anemia programs, the multira- 
cial alliances of the Chicago Panthers, or the artwork of Black Panther 
minister of culture Emory Douglas.” 

These previous treatments are invaluable, and the depth of our anal- 
ysis is much richer for them. But despite the strength of many of these 
contributions, none has presented a complete picture of the Black Pan- 
ther Party, or an adequate analysis of its politics. Pinning down history 
is always complex. The vociferous efforts of the federal government to 
vilify the Panthers, and the legacy of factional dispute, made the his- 
tory of the Black Panther Party nearly impenetrable. 


HOW WE WROTE THIS BOOK 


What is unique and historically important about the Black Panther 
Party is specifically its politics. So in seeking to uncover the history of 
the Black Panther Party, we have sought to analyze the Party’s politi- 
cal history. In an early proposal for the book in 2000, we elaborated a 
method of “strategic genealogy” to conduct this analysis. Rather than 
center our analysis on particular individuals or on dissection of the 
Party’s organization, we uncovered the political dynamics of the Party 
by studying the evolution of its political practices.*4 

We could not have written this book without the insight we gained 
talking with former Panthers, especially David Hilliard, former Black 
Panther chief of staff, and Kathleen Cleaver, former Black Panther com- 
munications secretary. We also benefited from getting to know almost 
all of the other living former leaders of the Black Panther Party, and 
together with our students, we spoke with many regional leaders, rank- 
and-file members of the Party, and important Party allies, including 
Bobby Seale, Elaine Brown, Ericka Huggins, Angela Davis, Emory 
Douglas, Billy X Jennings, Mumia Abu-Jamal, Geronimo ji Jaga (Pratt), 
Richard Aoki, Kumasi Aguila, Alex Papillon, Melvin Newton, John 
Seale, Tom Hayden, and dozens of others. The hundreds of hours we 
spent talking about the Party and working with former members on 
related historical projects provided invaluable insight into life inside the 
Party and the crucial concerns of the leadership at various junctures. 

When we began the project in the late 1990s, we conducted formal 
interviews with Bobby Seale and a range of others, expecting that these 
conversations would be the main source of data for the project. But the 
more interviews we conducted, the clearer the limits of that medium 
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became. Retrospective accounts decades after the fact—with memo- 
ries shaped by intervening events, interests, and hearsay—are highly 
contradictory. So although we did rely extensively on conversations 
with historical actors to test our analysis and push our understanding, 
we have avoided using retrospective interviews as a principal source 
of evidence, preferring to consult documentary or recorded evidence 
that was temporally proximate to the events. In the end, what made it 
possible to uncover this history was a vast wealth of primary sources, 
including many thousands of firsthand accounts of historical events 
offered by participants shortly after they occurred. 

We conducted much of the research through the Social Movements 
Project at the Institute for the Study of Social Change at the University 
of California, Berkeley, which we codirected from 2000 to 2005. We 
benefited greatly from the assistance of dozens of graduate and under- 
graduate research assistants. Several of our graduate research assis- 
tants and advisees have gone on to complete dissertations and publish 
their own books on aspects of the Party history (see our acknowledg- 
ments). We early consulted the range of primary sources on the Party 
already available in archives at Stanford University, the University of 
California, Berkeley, Howard University, the University of Wisconsin— 
Madison, the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, the 
New Haven Museum and Historical Society, and the Oakland Public 
Library; in articles in the black press, underground press, and main- 
stream press; and in government documents. In addition, we developed 
two new archival sources in the course of producing this book. 

In our first major archival project, we assembled the only near-com- 
plete collection of the Party’s own newspaper, the Black Panther. This 
collection includes every issue published during the Party’s heyday 
from 1967 to 1971, and 520 of the 537 issues published overall. Chock- 
full of Party members’ firsthand accounts of unfolding events and pro- 
grammatic statements by Party leaders, the Black Panther offers the 
most comprehensive documentation of the ideas, actions, and projec- 
tions of the Party day to day, week to week. Under our editorial direc- 
tion, the Alexander Street Press digitized this collection, made the text 
searchable, and published the documents online as part of its Black 
Thought and Culture collection, in collaboration with Huey Newton’s 
widow, Fredrika Newton, and the Huey P. Newton Foundation.*5 

In our second major archival project, we collaborated with the H.K. 
Yuen family to recover, preserve, and index (a good portion of) the H.K. 
Yuen collection, which contains thousands of fliers and pamphlets and 
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over thirty thousand hours of audio recordings on the Panthers and 
other social movements in the Bay Area from the 1960s and 19708. 
As a doctoral student at Berkeley, in 1964, H.K. Yuen began collect- 
ing every movement flier and pamphlet circulated on the Berkeley cam- 
pus, and he recorded every meeting and rally in the Bay Area that he 
could. Yuen dropped out of school and made a career of this collection 
for almost two decades. He also set up an apparatus to record almost 
all shows about social movements broadcast on Bay Area radio sta- 
tions. Working with his son, Eddie Yuen, we recovered this extensive 
collection from boxes overflowing the Yuen family basement and then 
preserved and indexed the contents and facilitated donation of the col- 
lection, which auditors value at several million dollars, to the Bancroft 
Library at the University of California, Berkeley. 

This collaborative work thus resulted from a series of joint scholarly 
projects led by Bloom. As first author, Bloom did the lion’s share of the 
research, writing, and analysis. As coauthor, Martin contributed sub- 
stantially to the research, writing, and analysis. In the end, each author 
contributed crucially to all phases of the making of this book. 


BLACK AGAINST EMPIRE 


Civil rights activists nonviolently defied Jim Crow, demanding full citi- 
zenship rights. Their insurgent Civil Rights Movement of the early 1960s 
dismantled legal segregation and expanded black enfranchisement in the 
United States. The 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act 
codified their inspiring victories. But once there was little legal segrega- 
tion left to defy, the insurgent Civil Rights Movement fell apart.*° 

In the late 1960s, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
and Congress of Racial Equality, two organizations that led much of 
the nonviolent civil disobedience, imploded. The Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference declined. But the broader vision of black liber- 
ation that had motivated civil rights activists remained salient. Many 
black people, having won a measure of political incorporation, orga- 
nized to win electoral political power. Many sought economic advance- 
ment. Moderate civil rights organizations, such as the National Asso- 
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People and the Urban League, 
turned their attention to the hard work of civil rights enforcement. 
Countless activists continued to chip away at racial discrimination in 
jobs, education, and housing. 

For many blacks, the Civil Rights Movement’s victories proved lim- 
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ited, even illusory. Especially for young urban blacks in the North and 
West, little improved. The wartime jobs that drew the black migration 
had ended, much remaining industry fled to the suburbs along with 
white residents, and many blacks lived isolated in poor urban ghettos 
with little access to decent employment or higher education and with 
minimal political influence. Municipal police and fire departments in 
cities with large black populations employed few if any blacks. And 
many cities developed containment policing practices—designed to iso- 
late violence in black ghettos rather than to keep ghetto residents safe. 
Although black people were formally full citizens, most remained ghet- 
toized, impoverished, and politically subordinated, with few channels 
for redress. 

Starting in 1966, young blacks in cities across the country took up 
the call for “Black Power!” The Black Power ferment posed a question: 
how would black people in America win not only formal citizenship 
rights but actual economic and political power? Dozens of organiza- 
tions sprang up seeking to attain Black Power in different ways. More 
a question than an answer, Black Power meant widely different things 
to different people. Despite the belief among many young blacks that 
their mobilization as black people was the key, no one knew how to 
mobilize effectively.’ 

Into this vacuum, Huey Newton and Bobby Seale advanced a black 
anti-imperialist politics that powerfully challenged the status quo yet 
was difficult to repress. Drawing on the nationalist ideas of Malcolm 
X, Newton and Seale declared the Black Panther Party steward of 
the black community—its legitimate political representative—stand- 
ing in revolutionary opposition to the oppressive “power structure.” 
But unlike many black nationalists, the Panthers made common cause 
with the domestic antiwar movement and anti-imperialist movements 
abroad. The Panthers argued that black people constituted a “colony 
in the mother country.” With an unpopular imperial war under way 
in Vietnam, popular anti-imperialist movements agitating internation- 
ally, and a crisis of legitimacy brewing in the Democratic Party, they 
posited a single worldwide struggle against imperialism encompass- 
ing Vietnamese resistance against the United States, draft resistance 
against military service, and their own struggle to liberate the black 
community. In the face of brutal repression, the Black Panther Party 
forged powerful alliances, drawing widespread support not only from 
moderate blacks but also from many nonblacks, as well as from anti- 
imperialist governments and movements around the globe. 
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The Black Panthers’ crucial political innovation was not only ide- 
ational but practical. At the center of their politics was the practice of 
armed self-defense against the police. While revolutionary ideas could 
be easily ignored, widespread confrontations between young armed 
black people and the police could not. The Panthers’ politics of armed 
self-defense gave them political leverage, forcibly contesting the legiti- 
macy of the American political regime. In late 1968, Bobby Seale and 
David Hilliard shifted the Party’s focus to organizing community pro- 
grams such as free breakfasts for children. In 1969, every Panther chap- 
ter organized community services, and these programs soon became 
the staple activity for Party members nationwide. By that summer, 
the Party estimated it was feeding ten thousand children free break- 
fast every day. The Black Panther Party’s community programs gave 
members meaningful daily activities, strengthened black community 
support, burnished Party credibility in the eyes of allies, and vividly 
exposed the inadequacy of the federal government’s concurrent War 
on Poverty. Community programs concretely advanced the politics the 
Panthers stood for: they were feeding hungry children when the vastly 
wealthier and more powerful U.S. government was allowing children to 
starve. The more the state sought to repress the Panthers, the more the 
Party’s allies mobilized in its defense. The Black Panther Party quickly 
became a major national and international political force. 

Individuals created the Black Panther Party. Without their specific 
efforts and actions, the Party would not have come about, and there is 
little reason to believe that a powerful black anti-imperialist movement 
would have developed in the late 1960s. Yet the Black Panther Party 
was also specific to its times. The times did not make the Black Panther 
Party, but the specific practices of the Black Panthers became influ- 
ential precisely because of the political context. Without the success 
of the insurgent Civil Rights Movement, and without its limitations, 
the Black Power ferment from which the Black Panther Party emerged 
would not have existed. Without widespread exclusion of black peo- 
ple from political representation, good jobs, government employment, 
quality education, and the middle class, most black people would have 
opposed the Panthers’ politics. Without the Vietnam War draft and the 
crisis of legitimacy in the Democratic Party, few nonblack allies would 
have mobilized resistance to state repression of the Party. Without 
powerful anti-imperialist allies abroad, the Panthers would have been 
deprived of both resources and credibility. 

It was not simply what the Black Panthers did—but what they did in 


14 | Introduction 


the conditions in which they found themselves—that proved so conse- 
quential. They created a movement with the power to challenge estab- 
lished social relations and yet—given the political context—very dif- 
ficult to repress. Once the Black Panther Party developed, until the 
conditions under which it thrived abated, some form of revolutionary 
anti-imperialism would necessarily persist. Had government hiring and 
university enrollment remained inaccessible to blacks, had black elec- 
toral representation not expanded, had affirmative action programs 
never proliferated, had the military draft not been scaled back and then 
repealed, and had revolutionary governments abroad not normalized 
relations with the United States, revolutionary black anti-imperialism 
would still be a powerful force in the United States today. While the 
Black Panther Party might have been repressible as an organization, the 
politics the Panthers created were irrepressible so long as the conditions 
in which they thrived persisted. 

From 1968 through 1970, the Black Panther Party made it impossi- 
ble for the U.S. government to maintain business as usual, and it helped 
create a far-reaching crisis in U.S. society. The state responded to the 
destabilizing crisis with social concessions such as municipal hiring of 
blacks and the repeal of the military draft. Because history is so com- 
plex, we cannot isolate all influences and precisely predict what would 
have happened if Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and many others had 
not created the Black Panther Party. But we do know that without the 
Black Panther Party, we would now live in a very different world. 


The parts of this book analyze in turn the major phases of the politi- 
cal development of the Black Panther Party. Part 1, “Organizing Rage,” 
analyzes the period through May of 1967, tracing the Party’s develop- 
ment of its ideology of black anti-imperialism and its preliminary tactic 
of policing the police. Part 2, “Baptism in Blood,” analyzes the Party’s 
rise to national influence through 1968, during which time it reinvented 
the politics of armed self-defense, championed black community self- 
determination, and promoted armed resistance to the state. 

Part 3, “Resilience,” and part 4, “Revolution Has Come!” analyze 
the period through 1969 and 1970 when the Party was at the height of 
its power, proliferating community service programs and continuing to 
expand armed resistance in the face of the state’s intensified repression. 
We unpack the dynamics of repression and response in three cities— 
Los Angeles, Chicago, and New Haven—showing how the Panthers 
attracted support from multiracial allies at home and from revolution- 
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ary movements and governments abroad and explaining why Black 
Panther insurgent practices were irrepressible. 

Part 5, “Concessions and Unraveling,” analyzes the demise of the 
Black Panther Party in the 1970s, showing how state concessions and 
broad political transformations undercut the Party’s resilience. During 
this period, the Black Panthers divided along ideological lines, with 
neither side able to sustain the politics that had driven the Party’s 
development. 

The concluding chapter sums up our findings and explores their 
implications for three broader contemporary debates about the his- 
tory of the Black Liberation Struggle and about social movements 
generally. Finally, we consider the history of the Black Panther Party 
in light of Antonio Gramsci’s theory of revolution, illuminating the 
political dynamics by which social movements become revolutionary 
and explaining why there is no revolutionary movement in the United 
States today. 
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PART ONE 
Organizing Rage 


This is the genius of Huey Newton, of being able to TAP 
this VAST RESERVOIR of revolutionary potential. I mean, 
street niggers, you dig it? Niggers who been BAD, niggers 
who weren’t scared, because they ain’t never knew what 

to be scared was, because they been down in these ghettos 
and they knew to live they had to fight; and so they been 
able to do that. But I mean to really TAP it, to really TAP 
IT, to ORGANIZE it, and to direct it into an onslaught, a 
sortie against the power structure, this is the genius of Huey 
Newton, this is what Huey Newton did. Huey Newton was 
able to go down, and to take the nigger on the street and 
relate to him, understand what was going on inside of him, 
what he was thinking, and then implement that into an 
organization, into a PROGRAM and a PLATFORM, you 
dig it? Into the BLACK PANTHER PART Y—and then let it 
spread like wildfire across this country. 


—Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, leader of the Slauson gang and 
founder of the Los Angeles chapter of the Black Panther Party 
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Huey and Bobby 


On February 17, 1942, in Monroe, Louisiana, Huey P. Newton was 
born, the seventh and youngest child of Walter and Armelia Newton. 
Walter Newton was a paragon of responsibility. He held down two jobs 
at any given time, working in the gravel pit, the carbon plant, sugar- 
cane mills, sawmills, and eventually as a brakeman for the Union Saw 
Mill Company. On Sundays, he served as the minister at the Bethel 
Baptist Church in Monroe, where he and his family lived. He preached 
as the spirit moved him, often promising to address his parishioners on 
a particular topic, then improvising an inspirational sermon salient to 
the moment. The rest of the time he spent with his family, the joy and 
purpose of his life.! 

Armelia Johnson liked to say that she married young and finished 
growing up with her children. She was only seventeen when she gave 
birth to her first child. The others soon followed. Unlike most black 
women in the South in the 1930s and 1940s, Armelia stayed at home, 
raising her children, seeing them through life’s challenges, and relish- 
ing life’s humor.? The Newton family saw Armelia’s not working as a 
domestic servant for whites as an act of rebellion. 

Walter Newton often used to say, “You can take a killing but you 
can’t take a beating.” On one occasion, Walter Newton got into an 
argument with a younger white man for whom he worked about a 
detail of the job. The white man told him that when a “colored” dis- 
puted his word, he whipped him. Walter Newton replied that no man 
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whipped him unless he was a better man, and he doubted that the 
white man qualified. The man was shocked at this uncharacteristic 
response and backed down.? 

This was just one of many times that Walter Newton defied whites 
in ways that often got blacks in the South lynched. He developed a rep- 
utation for being “crazy,” so whites steered clear of him, gaining him 
powerful respect among blacks. Newton’s ability to challenge whites 
and stay alive is something of a mystery. One factor, according to Huey 
Newton, may have been his mixed race. Walter Newton’s father was a 
white man who had raped his black mother. Thus, local whites knew 
his father, cousins, aunts, and blood relatives, and while they might not 
have hesitated to kill a black person, they may have been reluctant to 
shed his white family’s blood.4 

The Newtons moved to Oakland in 1945, following the path of 
many black families migrating from the South to the cities of the North 
and West to fill the jobs in the shipyards and industries that opened 
up with the onset of World War II. When the war ended, many blacks 
were laid off as wartime industry waned, and soldiers returning from 
the war created a labor surplus. Both new and expanded black commu- 
nities in cities across the country rapidly sank into poverty. While the 
Newtons were better off than many of the black families they knew, 
they were poor, with seven children to feed, and often ate cush, a dish 
made of fried cornbread, several times a day. Making payments on the 
family’s bills became Walter Newton’s constant preoccupation. 

The Newton family was on the edge, and Huey looked to his older 
brothers for survival strategies. Each coped with ghetto life in a differ- 
ent way. Walter Newton Jr., the oldest, became a hustler, working out- 
side legal channels to keep poverty at bay. He always dressed sharp, and 
he drove a nice car. Everyone in the neighborhood called him “Sonny 
Man.” Lee Edward gained a reputation as a street fighter before joining 
the military. He knew how “to persist in the face of bad odds, always 
to look an adversary straight in the eye, and to keep moving forward.”° 
Melvin Newton took a different path. He became a bookworm, went to 
college, and eventually taught sociology at Oakland’s Merritt College. 

Huey P. Newton became all of these things—hustler, fighter, and 
scholar. From his oldest brothers, Lee Edward and “Sonny Man,” he 
mastered the ways of the street and learned how to fight. Through his 
teen years, Huey fought constantly. Unlike Melvin, Huey was not a 
bookworm. For years he rebelled at school. By the time he entered the 
eleventh grade, he still could not read, and his teachers often told him 
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he was unintelligent. But outside of school, he had been learning how to 
think. With Melvin, he memorized and analyzed poetry. When a coun- 
selor in his high school told him he was “not college material,” Huey 
decided to prove him wrong. Over the next two years, through intense 
focus and will, he taught himself to read, graduated high school, and 
in 1959, enrolled in Merritt College.’ 

By the time Huey Newton became involved in the Afro-American 
Association at Merritt, he could debate theory as well as any of his 
peers. Yet he had a side that most of the budding intellectuals around 
him lacked; he knew the street. He could understand and relate to the 
plight of the swelling ranks of unemployed, the “brothers on the block” 
who lived outside the law. Newton’s street knowledge helped put him 
through college, as he covered his bills through theft and fraud. But 
when Newton was caught, he used his book knowledge to study the 
law and defend himself in court, impressing the jury and defeating sev- 
eral misdemeanor charges. 

In 1962, at a rally at Merritt College opposing the U.S. blockade of 
Cuba, Newton’s political life took a leap forward: there, he met fellow 
student Bobby Seale, with whom he would eventually found the Black 
Panther Party. The rally featured Donald Warden, leader of the Afro- 
American Association. Warden praised Cuba’s Fidel Castro and voiced 
opposition to domestic civil rights organizations. After the speeches, 
an informal debate began among the students, during which Newton 
convinced Seale that the U.S. policy in Cuba was wrong and also made 
him question mainstream civil rights organizations. Newton impressed 
Seale with his command of the argument presented by E. Franklin 
Frazier in Black Bourgeoisie, a scathing critique of the black middle 
class that he had read with Warden. Seale soon joined Warden’s group.’ 

More than five years older than Newton, Bobby Seale was born in 
Dallas, Texas, on October 22, 1936, the oldest of three siblings, and 
raised in Oakland.’ His father worked as a carpenter, and his mother 
also worked, sometimes as a caterer. Besides teaching Bobby how to 
build things and how to hunt and fish, Bobby’s father also taught him 
about injustice, often beating him badly for no apparent reason. 

The arbitrary beatings filled Bobby with a rage for which he had 
few outlets. They also meant he had little to fear from fights; he had 
already tasted the worst. Rather than become a bully himself, from an 
early age, Bobby started to stand up for the little guy. When his family 
first moved to Oakland, a local bully pushed his little sister Betty off 
the swing. Despite being outnumbered in new territory, Bobby knocked 
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the bully out of the swing and then told all the kids they could share 
the swing.!° Bobby had a penchant for taking on bullies, even when he 
had little hope of winning, once challenging a neighborhood kid twice 
his size who was cheating the smaller kids in marbles, and was often 
beaten to the ground." 

When he was fifteen, Bobby became close to a loner named Steve 
Brumfield. Steve told Bobby that the white man had stolen the land 
from the American Indians. The two of them escaped the pettiness and 
injustices at school and home by emulating Lakota warriors, running 
through the Berkeley hills for hours every day, dressed in moccasins and 
beads, and fighting each other for sport. Bobby used metalworking skills 
he learned in a vocational program at Berkeley High School to make 
large knives and tomahawks that the two carried wherever they went. 
When they were not practicing fighting, they climbed trees and dreamed 
of moving to South Dakota, marrying American Indian women, and liv- 
ing off the land. Bobby had never felt happier. He quickly became fast 
and strong, and soon the bullies tried to stay out of his way. 

But after high school, Steve joined the military and Bobby, lonely 
once again, drifted from city to city, job to job, and woman to woman. 
When things got hard, he ended up back at home with his parents. No 
longer willing to be pushed around by his father—and now perfectly 
able to defend himself—he joined the U.S. Air Force. While further 
developing his metalworking skills and mastering the use of firearms, 
he learned to contain and channel his rage, turning his explosive tem- 
per into cold calculation. When three soldiers refused to pay back a 
debt and threatened to beat Bobby if he mentioned the matter again, 
he suppressed his instinct to fight and bade his time. Later that week, 
Bobby attacked the main perpetrator when his defenses were down, 
nearly killing him with a pipe." 

Huey and Bobby both had their first serious political experiences 
with Donald Warden in the Afro-American Association. Warden had 
founded the all-black study group while he was a student at Boalt Law 
School at the University of California, Berkeley, creating a space for in- 
depth discussion of books by black authors such as W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Ralph Ellison, Booker T. Washington, and James Baldwin. Warden as- 
serted a black nationalist perspective inspired by Malcolm X, emphasiz- 
ing racial pride and embracing a transcontinental black identity rooted 
in Africa. Warden believed in the virtues of black capitalism, arguing 
that black people “must develop our own planned businesses where effi- 
ciency, thrift and sacrifice are stressed.” Feisty and charismatic, Warden 
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challenged students and professors alike, debated groups such as the 
Young Socialist Alliance, and gave public lectures on black history and 
culture. Willing to debate anyone, Warden made a strong impression 
on fellow students, and became an important intellectual influence on 
many of the future leaders of the Black Liberation Movement.'* 

In addition to Newton and Seale, association members included 
Leslie and Jim Lacy, Cedric Robinson, Richard Thorne, Ernest Allen, 
and Ron Everett, who later changed his name to Ron Karenga, founded 
the black cultural nationalist organization US, and created the holiday 
Kwanza. Warden also became a mentor to James Brown in 1964, and 
through him, helped influence the politicization of soul music.'% 

The Afro-American Association produced local radio shows debat- 
ing the concerns of Black America, regularly mobilized street-corner 
rallies preaching racial consciousness to unemployed blacks, and spon- 
sored conferences entitled Mind of the Ghetto. At a September 1963 
conference at McClymonds High School in Oakland, Cassius Clay, the 
future heavyweight boxing champion who would change his name to 
Muhammad Ali and have his title stripped for resisting the draft, was 
the featured speaker.'¢ 

But Newton was a man of action, and he grew dissatisfied with 
Warden’s teaching. Newton felt that Warden was heavy on the talk but 
ultimately could not be counted on. In Newton’s view, Warden “offered 
the community solutions that solved nothing,” and he also doubted 
that much could be accomplished through black capitalism. Soon he 
split from Warden in search of a new path.!” 


RAGE 


When Malcolm X was assassinated on February 21, 1965, Bobby’s rage 
overflowed. He gathered six bricks from his mother’s garden, broke 
them in half, and stood in wait at the corner, hurling bricks at the cars 
of any whites he saw passing by. “I’ll make my own self into a moth- 
erfucking Malcolm X,” he swore, “and if they want to kill me, they’ll 
have to kill me.” 8 

By then the civil rights juggernaut had run its course. Throughout 
the early 1960s, in campaign after campaign, the Civil Rights Move- 
ment successfully tore down the Jim Crow system of legal segrega- 
tion. Activists crossed the color line with their bodies, drawing brutal 
repression from local white authorities and forcing the federal govern- 
ment to intervene—politically, legally, and militarily. But by the sum- 
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mer of 1964, the limits of civil rights political practice were becoming 
clear, particularly at the Democratic Convention in Atlantic City. 

As late as 1964, the Democratic Party in Mississippi excluded blacks, 
all too often doling out violence or death to blacks who attempted to reg- 
ister to vote. In the Freedom Summer campaign that year, leading civil 
rights organizations developed a parallel political party, the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP), that included blacks as well as 
nonblacks and began registering blacks to vote. Three of the Freedom 
Summer activists—James Chaney, Michael Schwerner, and Andrew 
Goodman—were kidnapped, mutilated, and killed. Undaunted, the 
campaign continued. The MFDP held a state convention in Jackson in 
early August and selected sixty-eight delegates to attend the upcoming 
Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey.!” 

President Johnson was determined to maintain white southern sup- 
port and worked to undermine the MFDP. On August 12, Mississippi’s 
Democratic governor, Paul B. Johnson, told the all-white Dixiecrat del- 
egation that President Johnson had personally promised him not to 
seat the MFDP. The president refused to discuss the MFDP with civil 
rights leaders and instructed FBI director Hoover to monitor the ren- 
egade party closely and provide regular updates on its activities to the 
White House. 

It became clear by the start of the convention that the MFDP would 
not win outright support in the Credentials Committee to seat its del- 
egation in Atlantic City. But MFDP leaders hoped that a strong minor- 
ity report from the committee would bring the issue to an open vote 
on the floor and that, under the pressure of public scrutiny, convention 
delegates would at least vote to seat both delegations. 

On August 22, after intensive one-on-one lobbying of the state del- 
egations, the MFDP presented its case to the Credentials Committee. 
Fannie Lou Hamer’s testimony about the consequences of her efforts 
with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (S NCC) to reg- 
ister Mississippi blacks vote—in which she described how she was fired 
from her job and beaten in jail by black prisoners under orders of the 
police—caught the nation’s attention: 


The first Negro began to beat, and I was beat until I was exhausted... . 
After the first Negro... was exhausted, the State Highway Patrolman 
ordered the second Negro to take the blackjack. The second Negro began to 
beat .. . 1 began to scream, and one white man got up and began to beat me 
on my head and tell me to “hush.” One white man—my dress had worked 
up high—he walked over and pulled my dress down and he pulled my dress 
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back, back up... . All of this is on account we want to register, to become 
first-class citizens, and if the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated now, 
I question America.?° 


The television audience responded almost instantly. Phones started to 
ring, and the delegates began receiving telegrams urging them to sup- 
port the MFDP. Quickly, President Johnson called a press conference, 
and Hamer’s testimony was cut off so that the president’s statement 
could be broadcast. 

Behind the scenes, the president’s staff twisted the arms of Cre- 
dentials Committee members while soon-to-be vice president Hubert 
Humphrey called a meeting at the Pageant Motel across the street from 
the convention with Fannie Lou Hamer, Bob Moses, and the other 
MFDP leaders to discuss a compromise. Humphrey told them that the 
MFDP delegation would not be seated but that educated profession- 
als from the delegation—Aaron Henry of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and white minister Ed 
King—would be given seats alongside the official all-white Mississippi 
delegation. Ms. Hamer would not be part of any official delegation. 
“The President will not allow that illiterate woman to speak from the 
floor of the convention,” said Humphrey.?! 

The MFDP had not been consulted in the compromise offer, and the 
delegates rejected the proposal on the spot. Then someone knocked on 
the meeting room door and announced, “It’s over!” The MFDP leaders 
turned on the TV to see Minnesota attorney general Walter Mondale, 
head of the Democratic Party committee appointed to resolve the 
MFDP challenge, announcing that the MFDP had accepted the “com- 
promise.” Apparently, the Democratic Party leadership had timed the 
introduction of the issue on the convention floor to coincide with the 
MFDP leaders’ meeting with Humphrey across the street so that the 
leaders could not voice any opposition. Feeling deeply betrayed, SNCC 
and MFDP leader Bob Moses stormed out of the room, slamming the 
door in Hubert Humphrey’s face.” 

Civil rights mobilization played a central role in defeating legal 
segregation, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 enfranchised south- 
ern blacks. But for blacks outside the South, neither generated politi- 
cal gains or significant economic concessions. Even in its heyday in the 
early 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement never significantly challenged 
de facto, or customary, economic and political exclusion in the black 
ghettos of the North and West. As de jure, or legal, segregation was 
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defeated in the South, economic and political empowerment lagged, 
civil rights strategies lost their punch, and black activists across the 
country looked for other solutions. Many, including Newton and Seale, 
turned to Malcolm X. 

In December 1964, after the Atlantic City convention, Malcolm X 
spoke at the Williams Institutional CME Church in Harlem on the 
same stage with Fannie Lou Hamer. In sharp contrast to the nonvio- 
lent tactics of the Civil Rights Movement, Malcolm X suggested that 
black activists take up the revolutionary activities of the anticolonial 
Mau Mau rebels in Kenya: 


In my opinion, not only in Mississippi and Alabama, but right here in New 
York City, you and I can best learn how to get real freedom by studying 
how Kenyatta brought it to his people in Kenya, and how Odinga helped 
him, and the excellent job that was done by the Mau Mau freedom fighters. 
In fact, that’s what we need in Mississippi. In Mississippi we need a Mau 
Mau. In Alabama we need a Mau Mau. In Georgia we need a Mau Mau. 
Right here in Harlem, in New York City, we need a Mau Mau.... We 
need a Mau Mau. If they don’t want to deal with the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party, then we’ll give them something else to deal with. If they 
don’t want to deal with the Student Nonviolent [Coordinating] Committee, 
then we have to give them an alternative.*4 


Malcolm X developed a form of revolutionary black nationalism as 
a minister in the Nation of Islam (NOI). Maintaining a central focus 
on a black nationalist identity as advocated by the NOI, he came to see 
black liberation as part of the global struggle against Western imperi- 
alism—a stance that posed a challenge not only to the integrationist 
politics of the Civil Rights Movement but also to the NOP’s tradition of 
abstaining from political controversy. 


Uncle Sam’s hands are dripping with blood, dripping with the blood of the 
black man in this country. He’s the earth’s number-one hypocrite. He has 
the audacity—yes, he has—imagine him posing as the leader of the free 
world. The free world!—and you over here singing ‘We Shall Overcome.’ 
Expand the civil-rights struggle to the level of human rights, take it into the 
United Nations, where our African brothers can throw their weight on our 
side, where our Latin-American brothers can throw their weight on our 
side, and where 800 million Chinamen are sitting there waiting to throw 
their weight on our side.74 


When he continued to strike this tone in public statements, becoming 
increasingly politically outspoken and controversial, his mentor Elijah 
Muhammad expelled Malcolm X from the NOI. 
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Malcolm X’s words resonated with many young blacks, especially 
those in the ghettos who had not seen the Civil Rights Movement bring 
any noticeable change in their condition. He also spoke to the activists 
who felt betrayed by President Johnson and the federal government and 
were sick of turning the other cheek: “And now you're facing a situa- 
tion where the young Negro’s coming up,” Malcolm X declared. “They 
don’t want to hear that ‘turn-the-other-cheek’ stuff, no. ... There’s a 
new deal coming. There’s new thinking coming in. There’s new strat- 
egy coming in. It’ll be Molotov cocktails this month, hand grenades 
next month, and something else next month. It’ll be ballots, or it’ll be 
bullets. It’ll be liberty, or it will be death. The only difference about this 
kind of death—it’ll be reciprocal.” 25 

In the 1960s, most black families—like the Newtons and the Seales— 
faced the peril of poverty. After migrating to the cities of the North and 
West to meet the demand for wartime jobs, thousands of black work- 
ers were left empty-handed when the war ended and the jobs evapo- 
rated. Many of the jobs that did remain followed whites fleeing to the 
suburbs—leaving sprawling black ghettos in their wake. Living in sub- 
standard housing and subjected to inferior and overcrowded schools, 
blacks were largely denied their rightful share of political power and 
economic opportunity. As unemployment increased, so did crime, and 
white urban politicians responded with strategies of containment, beef- 
ing up police patrols and attacking crime through force. While Presi- 
dent Johnson’s Civil Rights Act and the supposed redress of black 
grievances were widely touted as success stories, the poverty, politi- 
cal exclusion, police brutality, and desperation of ghetto life had only 
intensified. As a result, many young urban blacks rejected civil rights 
politics as ineffectual and were drawn to the revolutionary nationalism 
of Malcolm X. 

When Malcolm X was gunned down in the Audubon Ballroom 
in Harlem in February 1965, he came to symbolize the struggle for 
black liberation—everything the Civil Rights Movement promised but 
could not deliver. In the words of historian William L. Van Deburg, 
Malcolm’s “impassioned rhetoric was ‘street smart’—it had almost vis- 
ceral appeal to a young, black, economically distressed constituency. 
Before his assassination, Malcolm constantly urged this constituency 
to question the validity of their schoolbook- and media-inspired faith 
in an integrated American Dream. Many responded.” After his death, 
Malcolm’s influence expanded dramatically. “He came to be far more 
than a martyr for the militant, separatist faith. He became a Black 
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Power paradigm—the archetype, reference point, and spiritual adviser 
in absentia for a generation of Afro-American activists.” *° 

In August 1965, six months after Malcolm X died, the Watts neigh- 
borhood in Los Angeles exploded in one of the largest urban rebel- 
lions in U.S. history. Black migrants had begun moving into Watts in 
the 1920s, creating a black island in a sea of white towns such as South 
Gate, Lynwood, Compton, and Bell (Compton did have one black resi- 
dent in 1930). Home-lending regulations excluded blacks from obtain- 
ing mortgages to buy houses in white neighborhoods. By 1945, Watts 
was 80 percent black.?” Through the 1950s, the black migration con- 
tinued, and more blacks migrated to California than to any other state. 
During this decade, the black population of New York City increased 
almost two and a half times, and Detroit’s black population tripled— 
while Black L.A. grew eightfold. Meanwhile, white residents fled in 
droves for the suburbs, taking capital and employment opportunities 
with them.?® 

Tensions between Watts residents and the police ran high. While the 
vast majority of Watts residents in 1965 were black, only 4 percent of the 
sworn personnel of the Los Angeles Police Department and 6 percent of 
the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department were black. Police Chief 
William Parker used analyses of crime data to develop and justify a 
policy that explicitly targeted Watts and other black neighborhoods for 
heavy police coverage, including intrusive techniques such as routine 
frisking of people on the street. “I don’t think you can throw the genes 
out of the question when you discuss the behavior patterns of people,” 
Parker wrote in 1957.°° Officers on the force called their nightsticks 
“nigger-knockers.” Residents of one of the most highly patrolled pre- 
cincts called their area “little Mississippi.” The local NAACP reported, 
“Negroes in Los Angeles never know where or at what hour may come 
blows from the guardians of the law who are supposed to protect them.” 
One activist recalled, “You just had to be black and moving to be shot 
by the police.”+! 

Between January 1962 and July 1965, Los Angeles law enforcement 
officers (mostly police but also sheriff’s deputies, highway patrol per- 
sonnel, and others) killed at least sixty-five people. Of the sixty-five 
homicides by police that the Los Angeles coroner’s office investigated 
during this period, sixty-four were ruled justifiable homicides. These 
included twenty-seven cases in which the victim was shot in the back 
by law officers, twenty-five in which the victim was unarmed, twenty- 
three in which the victim was suspected of a nonviolent crime, and four 
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in which the victim was not suspected of any crime at the time of the 
shooting. The only case that the coroner’s inquest ruled to be unjusti- 
fied homicide was one in which “two officers, ‘playing cops and rob- 
bers’ in a Long Beach Police Station shot a newspaperman.” ** 

The incident that sparked the Watts rebellion was a traffic stop. 
Twenty-one-year-old Marquette Frye was driving his 1955 Buick along 
116th Street near his family’s house at 6 P.M. on August 11, 1965, when 
he was pulled over by a California Highway Patrol officer. His younger 
brother Ronald Frye, the only passenger, had just been discharged from 
the U.S. Air Force. A crowd gathered, including Marquette’s mother, 
Rena. More police arrived. Soon a crowd of more than two hundred 
had gathered, and the onlookers became agitated as the police report- 
edly slapped Rena Frye, beat her with a blackjack, and twisted her arm 
behind her back.*? 

Watts exploded. On August 12, at 9:30 P.M., a group identifying 
itself as “followers of Malcolm X” arrived on Avalon Boulevard shout- 
ing “Let’s burn... baby, burn!” The next day, at 3:30 P.M., the Emer- 
gency Control Center journal recorded “6 male Negroes firing rifles at 
helicopter from vehicle, rogth & Avalon.” Governor Edmund “Pat” 
Brown cut short an aerial tour of South Los Angeles because of “sniper 
fire.” Delta Airlines rerouted flights over the city because rebels were 
“shooting at planes.” 34 

By the second day of the rebellion, according to the Los Angeles 
Times, more than seven thousand people were looting stores, in particu- 
lar stealing guns, machetes, and other weapons. Rebels were filling glass 
bottles with gasoline and hurling Molotov cocktails at cars and stores, 
setting them on fire. Many were also firing shots at police. Fire trucks 
and ambulances that attempted to enter the area were also attacked.*° 

During the heat of battle, Police Chief Parker declared, “This situa- 
tion is very much like fighting the Viet Cong. . . . We haven’t the slight- 
est idea when this can be brought under control.” One rebel standing 
on the corner of Avalon and Imperial made a different reference to 
Vietnam, telling an interviewer, “I’ve got my ‘stuff? [gun] ready, I’m 
not going to die in Vietnam, whitey has been kicking ass too long.” *° 

As the fires still burned, the local CBS radio station reported, “This 
was not a riot. It was an insurrection against all authority. . . . If it had 
gone much further it would have become civil war.” The CBS Reports 
TV broadcast in December 1965 called it a “virtual civil insurrection 
probably unmatched since” the Civil War. Scholars David O. Sears 
and John B. McConahay noted that the “legally constituted author- 
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ity ... was overthrown.” Sociologist Robert Blauner saw the rebellions 
as “a preliminary if primitive form of mass rebellion against a colonial 
status.” 37 

The rebellion spread out over 46.5 square miles. All told, 34 peo- 
ple—almost all black—were killed, many by police, and more than 
1,032 were wounded; 3,952 people were arrested. The rebellion caused 
more than $40 million in property damage to over six hundred build- 
ings, completely destroying two hundred of them.’38 

Full of rage at ghetto conditions, chafing against police repression, 
and frustrated with a civil rights politics unable to redress their situ- 
ation, the Watts rebels sought to take matters into their own hands, 
forcefully rejecting the old-guard civil rights leadership. Following the 
rebellion, Martin Luther King Jr. went to Watts to bring his vision 
of an integrated society and the tactics of nonviolence. On August 
18, he spoke to a meeting of five hundred people at the Westminster 
Neighborhood Association. He began his appeal in rolling cadence: 
“All over America . . . the Negroes must join hands...” “And burn!” 
shouted a member of the audience. Throughout the evening, the audi- 
ence repeatedly challenged and ridiculed King’s appeal. Nonviolent 
activist and comedian Dick Gregory fared even worse in Watts. While 
the rebellion still flared, he borrowed a bullhorn from the police so that 
he could speak to the rebels. He attempted to calm them and pleaded 
“Go home!” The crowd did not respond kindly. A gunman in the crowd 
shot Gregory in the leg. The politics of nonviolence were failing.*? 

Commenting on the wave of urban rebellions and the rejection of 
civil rights strategies by disenchanted and dispossessed blacks, Paul 
Jacobs and Saul Landau observed, “The masses of poor Negroes re- 
main an unorganized minority in swelling urban ghettos, and neither 
SNCC nor any other group has found a form of political organization 
that can convert the energy of the slums into political power.”*° 


ARMCHAIR REVOLUTIONARIES 


In Oakland in 1964, far away from Fannie Lou Hamer and the conven- 
tion battles in Atlantic City, Huey Newton stabbed a man named Odell 
Lee with a steak knife at a party. At his trial, he claimed he had done so 
in self-defense, but the all-white jury was not convinced, and he spent 
six months in jail, mostly in solitary confinement because he would not 
obey orders from the guards. Newton later recalled finding a new sense 
of freedom in prison. The guards could lock up his body, but they could 
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not cage his mind. Newton emerged from jail eager to embrace the new 
political ideas and organizations developing in Oakland.*! 

Newton soon reconnected with Seale, and the two joined the Soul 
Students Advisory Council (SSAC), founded by Ernie Allen. The coun- 
cil was a front group for the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), 
an anti-imperialist and Marxist black nationalist organization based in 
Philadelphia. Allen had collaborated with Newton and Seale in War- 
den’s Afro-American Association when he was a student at Merritt 
College. After transferring to the University of California, Berkeley, 
Allen had traveled to Cuba in 1964 on a trip sponsored by the Progres- 
sive Labor Party. The contingent also included other radical black stu- 
dents from Detroit and around the country. In Cuba, Allen and the oth- 
ers met Max Stanford, the leader of RAM, who was there visiting his 
mentor Robert F. Williams, a pioneering advocate of armed black self- 
defense. Williams had moved to Cuba after local authorities—in collu- 
sion with the Ku Klux Klan and backed by the FBI—forced him to flee 
North Carolina.” Allen got to know Stanford and Williams in Cuba, 
and through his intense conversations and debates with them, he found 
a way to move beyond the limits of Warden’s Afro-American Associa- 
tion, embracing the idea that U.S. blacks could win their freedom by 
participating in a global revolution against imperialism. By the time 
he returned to the United States, Allen was committed to organizing a 
chapter of RAM in California. 

Ernie Allen, his brother Doug, Kenny Freeman (Mamadou Lumumba), 
and others began to build several front groups for RAM in the Bay Area. 
One project was Soulbook: The Revolutionary Journal of the Black 
World, a beautifully presented quarterly magazine of cultural criticism 
and political theory whose content ranged from essays on the significance 
of John Coltrane to analyses of the writings of Frantz Fanon. Both poetry 
and black revolutionary nationalist artwork graced the magazine.*4 

Virtual Murrell, Alex Papillon, Isaac Moore, and other friends of 
Newton and Seale at Merritt also joined the SSAC and helped launch 
a campaign to create courses in Afro-American studies at the college. 
The Merritt student body was predominantly black, and there was a 
large demand for such courses. The demand for Afro-American stud- 
ies cut across intrablack differences and garnered support from many 
black individuals and organizations. The administration put up resis- 
tance, but hundreds of students turned out for meetings and protests, 
and the administration slowly began making concessions, including 
development of a black studies curriculum. 
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Working with RAM exposed Newton and Seale to a new world of 
writings and ideas. Both had been strongly influenced by the think- 
ing of Malcolm X and the readings in the Afro-American Association. 
But unlike the association, RAM was a revolutionary nationalist orga- 
nization with a strong socialist and anti-imperialist bent. Guided by 
the political ideas of Robert F. Williams, RAM exposed Newton and 
Seale to the key writings of revolutionary nationalism, and they were 
particularly attracted to the writings of Frantz Fanon, Mao Zedong, 
and Che Guevara, as well as RAM’s own publications on revolution- 
ary black nationalism, including articles by Max Stanford and Robert 
Williams.*¢ 

The Revolutionary Action Movement advanced a pivotal idea that 
would become central to the politics of the Black Panther Party. Draw- 
ing on a line of thought reaching back at least to the mid-1940s and the 
black anticolonialism of W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson, and Alpheaus 
Hunton, RAM argued that Black America was essentially a colony and 
framed the struggle against racism by blacks in the United States as 
part of the global anti-imperialist struggle against colonialism.*”7 Max 
Stanford defined the politics of revolutionary black nationalism this 
way in 1965: “We are revolutionary black nationalist, not based on 
ideas of national superiority, but striving for justice and liberation of all 
the oppressed peoples of the world. .. . There can be no liberty as long 
as black people are oppressed and the peoples of Africa, Asia and Latin 
America are oppressed by Yankee imperialism and neo-colonialism. 
After four hundred years of oppression, we realize that slavery, racism 
and imperialism are all interrelated and that liberty and justice for all 
cannot exist peacefully with imperialism.” 48 

The politics of RAM connected the struggles of black Americans 
with liberation struggles abroad. Whereas black soldiers returning from 
World War II helped catalyze the Civil Rights Movement by arguing 
that if they could die fighting for their country, then they should be con- 
sidered full citizens upon their return, RAM insisted that blacks were 
not full citizens in the United States. RAM viewed Black America as 
an independent nation that had been colonized at home. Because black 
Americans were colonial subjects rather than citizens, RAM argued, 
they owed no allegiance to the U.S. government and thus should not 
fight in the Vietnam War. 

On July 4, 1965, RAM wrote an open statement to the Vietnamese 
National Liberation Front declaring the independence of Black America 
from the United States and asserting its solidarity with the Vietnamese 
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struggle against American imperialism.*? In a separate statement that 
day, RAM addressed blacks in the military, arguing that if they should 
be fighting against anyone, it should be the U.S. government for the 
liberation of Black America: “Why should we go ‘anywhere’ to fight 
for the racist U.S. government, only to return home and be faced with 
murder, rape, castration, and extermination? How can the racist U.S. 
government talk about ‘freeing’ anyone, when the U.S. government 
practices racism against Black Americans every day? If the U.S. gov- 
ernment says it cannot protect us from local and national racists, then 
let your battle assignment be against those who are abusing your chil- 
dren, wives, mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, and loved ones.” 5° 

RAM and its front group the SSAC identified a common cause 
between blacks and the Vietnamese, and they were on the cutting edge 
of early opposition to the Vietnam War. Before there was any signifi- 
cant draft resistance, they criticized the draft and organized a cam- 
paign “to oppose the drafting of black men” into the military, hold- 
ing rallies for the cause, including one at Merritt College on April 26, 
1966, featuring local organizers Alex Papillon and Mark Comfort.*! 

Through its honorary chair-in-exile, Robert F. Williams, RAM 
began building relationships with anti-imperialist leaders around the 
world. Williams had served as president of the local NAACP chapter 
in Monroe, North Carolina. As Jim Crow came under growing attack 
by the Civil Rights Movement, the Ku Klux Klan, with the support 
of the local white government, increasingly relied on violence to pro- 
tect racial segregation. With no support from the federal government, 
Williams turned to the skills he had learned as a private first class in 
the Marine Corps to turn the tide, arming himself and other members 
of his NAACP chapter. Williams and the Monroe NAACP fought sev- 
eral armed battles in self-defense against whites. In 1961, facing dubi- 
ous criminal charges and threatened by a lynch mob that promised to 
kill him for his activities, Williams fled North Carolina.*2 

Williams found asylum in Cuba and soon met Mao Zedong in 
China. Mao was deeply impressed with Williams and saw common 
cause in the struggle for black liberation in the United States and the 
global struggle against imperialism. In 1963, Mao articulated this posi- 
tion in an essay he wrote at Williams’s behest, asking the people of the 
world to recognize the Black Liberation Struggle in the United States as 
part of the global struggle against imperialism.’ 

Robert Williams’s life exemplified a different approach to politics 
than that of RAM, and Williams’s memoir, Negroes with Guns, greatly 
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influenced Newton.** Newton was deeply impressed by Williams’s cour- 
age in standing up to the lynch mobs, but he was not sure how to 
apply this political approach to the ghettos of the North and West. He 
wanted to organize poor blacks. He wanted to mobilize the “brothers 
on the block,” the unemployed black men seen on every street of the 
ghetto, the black underclass. These were the people who faced the bru- 
tality of the expanding urban police departments. And many were the 
same folks who had rioted in Watts. RAM claimed to be talking for 
them, but it was not reaching them or moving them to action. Newton 
did not yet know how to mobilize these “brothers on the block,” but 
given what he knew of his brother Sonny Man, he believed that they 
would understand armed self-defense—that they would understand the 
language of the gun.” 

The Revolutionary Action Movement led the way in developing rev- 
olutionary black nationalist thought in the United States in the 1960s, 
but the group’s practical application of these ideas was limited. RAM 
leaders fashioned themselves as revolutionaries: They read socialist and 
anti-imperialist texts and raised the possibility of urban guerilla war- 
fare. Some evidence indicates that RAM members attempted to imple- 
ment these ideas, but most of them were intellectuals like Huey’s brother 
Melvin.** They rarely emphasized practical action, and when they did, 
they oriented their efforts toward students. Huey soon became dissatis- 
fied with the group’s inability to appeal to the “brothers on the block” 
and sought new ways to meld theory with on-the-ground action. 

Huey and Bobby wanted to challenge police brutality directly, and 
they found some inspiration in the activities of Mark Comfort and 
Curtis Lee Baker, talented young organizers who had emerged from 
traditional civil rights organizations in Oakland.°”? Comfort and Baker 
had begun appealing to young African Americans with militant style— 
adopting black outfits and berets in early 1966—and with challenges to 
police brutality.5’ In February 1965, Comfort organized a protest “to 
put a stop to police beating innocent people.” A crowd of more than 
two hundred—mostly high school students—encircled the Oakland 
Hall of Justice, urging Governor Pat Brown to “make a full scale inves- 
tigation” of police brutality.’ That August, Baker and others demanded 
that the Oakland City Council keep white policemen out of black neigh- 
borhoods.® During that summer, Comfort organized citizen patrols to 
monitor the actions of the police and document incidents of brutality. 
When people were arrested, he followed them to the jail and bailed them 
out. He soon abandoned the tactic, though, because it was too costly.*! 
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On Thursday night, March 17, 1966, at approximately 9 P.M., New- 
ton and Seale and a friend they called “Weasel” were walking on Tele- 
graph Avenue in Berkeley, just north of Oakland, headed toward the 
University of California campus. The street was a small bohemian 
mecca, with students, hippies, and young people congregating and mill- 
ing about in the restaurants, cafes, bars, and shops. With encouragement 
from Huey and Weasel, Bobby stood on a chair outside the Forum res- 
taurant near the corner of Telegraph and Haste and began to recite Ron- 
ald Stone’s black antiwar poem “Uncle Sammy Call Me Fulla Lucifer”: 


You school my naïve heart to sing 

red-white-and-blue-stars-and-stripes songs and to pledge eternal 
allegiance to all things blue, true, 

blue-eyed blond, blond-haired, white chalk white skin with U.S.A. 
tattooed all over.... 

I will not serve. 


The poem struck a chord. The war was escalating, and many stu- 
dents felt conflicted, scared, and angry about the draft. A crowd began 
to gather. Soon more than twenty-five people were cheering Bobby on 
and asking him to recite the poem again. George Williamson, an off- 
duty police officer, pushed into the crowd and grabbed Seale. A scuffle 
broke out. More police arrived. Newton and Seale were both arrested 
for disturbing the peace. Virtual Murrell withdrew $50 from the 
SSAC treasury and bailed them out. 

A few weeks later, Newton and Seale saw a policeman pushing 
around a black man for no apparent reason. The officer arrested the 
man and took him to the station. Following Mark Comfort’s example, 
Newton and Seale went to the station and bailed the man out using 
money from the SSAC treasury.®> The brother started to cry, and it 
touched Bobby deeply. Bobby was fed up with “armchair intellectualiz- 
ing” and wanted to stand up against the police, recalling, “I was filled 
with a staunch belief of the need for brotherhood and revolution and 
rebellion against the racist system.” © 

Huey and Bobby were ready to take meaningful, on-the-ground 
action. Seeking to emulate Robert Williams’s defiant stance, Newton 
proposed that the SSAC organize a rally for Malcolm X’s birthday in 
May 1966 and wear loaded guns in the spirit of his call for armed self- 
defense. Newton believed that this would attract the “brothers on the 
block” to participate. Seale supported Newton’s proposal, but Kenny 
Freeman and the other RAM leaders flatly rejected it.°” 
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Perhaps feeling threatened, Freeman and other RAM leaders sug- 
gested that Newton and Seale had misused money from the SSAC trea- 
sury. That was the last straw. Already frustrated with the failure of the 
local RAM leadership to stand up to police brutality, the organization’s 
lack of support during the fray on Telegraph Avenue, and its inability to 
organize brothers on the block, Bobby and Huey confronted Freeman 
and the others and then left the SSAC.® 


EPIPHANY 


In the summer of 1966, Seale was hired to run a youth work program 
at the North Oakland Neighborhood Anti-Poverty Center funded by 
the federal War on Poverty. Through his role as a social service pro- 
vider, he came to understand even more clearly the economic and social 
needs of black youth. Beyond delivering services, Bobby brought his 
revolutionary nationalist theory to the job and used the opportunity 
to push up against the ideological bias in the government program. 
Rather than merely guiding young blacks into a government-prescribed 
path, he used his authority to help them stand up against oppressive 
authority, particularly against police brutality. One day Seale’s boss 
instructed him to take a group of young black men and women on 
a tour of the local police station. When the group arrived, the police 
officers pulled out notepads and pencils and started to interview the 
teenagers about the character of gangs in the neighborhood. Seale pro- 
tested, instructing his group to remain silent and announcing that his 
program would not be used as a spy network to inform on people in 
the community. The officers claimed that they simply wanted to foster 
better relations with the community. In response, Seale turned the con- 
versation around, creating an opportunity for the teenagers to describe 
their experiences with police brutality in the neighborhood. 

It was the first time the young people had had the opportunity to 
look white police officers in the eye and express their anger and frus- 
tration. One teenager berated the police for an incident in which several 
officers had thrown a woman down and beaten her in the head with 
billy clubs. “Say you!” said a sixteen-year-old girl, pointing at a police- 
man. “You don’t have to treat him like that,” Seale said to the girl. “PIH 
treat him like I want to, because they done treated me so bad,” she 
replied. Bobby sat back as the girl grilled the officer about whether he 
had received proper psychiatric treatment. The officer turned red and 
started to shake. “The way you’re shaking now,” she said, “the way 
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you're shaking now and carrying on, you must be guilty of a whole lot! 
And I haven’t got no weapon or nothin.” 68 

The poverty program provided a paycheck, some skills, and an op- 
portunity to work with young people. But Newton and Seale were 
still searching for a way to galvanize the rage of the “brothers on the 
block.” They wanted to mobilize the ghetto the way that the Civil 
Rights Movement had mobilized blacks in the South. They dreamt of 
creating an unstoppable force that would transform the urban land- 
scape forever. The problem was now clear to Huey and Bobby, but they 
did not yet have a solution. 

Huey and Bobby were not the only ones looking for answers. Within 
a year of the Watts rebellion, the younger generation of black liberation 
activists had widely rejected the goals of integration and the tactics of 
nonviolence. On June 5, 1966, James Meredith, the first black student 
to gain admission to the University of Mississippi, was shot on his solo 
march from Memphis to Jackson. Civil rights leaders Martin Luther 
King Jr. and Stokely Carmichael flew to Memphis to take up his march, 
and they were soon joined by black liberation activists from around the 
country as well as many local blacks. As the march proceeded, a split 
began to emerge between the old-guard civil rights leaders represented 
by King and the younger wing represented by Carmichael. The younger 
activists wanted the march to be a blacks-only event, and they also 
wanted the Deacons of Defense—a militant black organization that 
promoted armed self-defense—to provide protection for the marchers. 
These were significant departures from the civil rights integrationist 
frame and nonviolent tactics.”° 

As the march made its way to Greenwood, Mississippi, Carmichael 
and a group of activists were arrested and held in jail for six hours. 
Upon their release, Carmichael announced to a rally of supporters, 
“This is the twenty-seventh time I have been arrested. I ain’t going to 
jail no more. What we gonna start saying now is ‘Black Power.’” Willie 
Ricks, a SNCC activist, took up the phrase and called it out: “What 
do you want?” The crowd replied, “Black Power!”’! The phrase caught 
on like wildfire. The old-guard civil rights leaders soon acknowledged 
the shift. King even appealed to the government for help: “The govern- 
ment has got to give me some victories if m gonna keep people non- 


violent. . . . I know lm gonna stay nonviolent no matter what happens. 
But a lot of people are getting hurt and bitter, and they can’t see it that 
»72 


way anymore. 
Black Power was not so much an answer as a new way of framing 
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the quest for black liberation. No one knew quite what Black Power 
was or how to achieve it. But the younger generation of black activists 
put their minds and energies to figuring it out. 

By 1966, racial tensions were rising in Oakland. Mayor John Reading 
called the City Council to his office for a special meeting to warn its 
members that if communication between the city government and low- 
income blacks did not improve, Oakland would become “another 
Watts.””? Amory Bradford, a Johnson administration official sent to 
Oakland in 1966 to develop a federal plan for reducing racial ten- 
sions, reported, “Experts sent by the President to survey conditions in 
other ghettos picked Oakland as one of those most likely to be the next 
Watts.” Another visiting white official described Oakland as a “pow- 
der keg.””5 One Economic Development Administration outreach flier 
widely distributed in west Oakland in 1966 read: 


LET’S TALK ABOUT PROBLEMS 


Eugene R. Foley, 

U.S. Department of Commerce, 
President Johnson’s Troubleshooter, 
wants to talk to you to prevent a Watts 
in Oakland.” 


That fall, word spread that Oakland police officers had beaten a 
black girl during the arrest of her brother. A large crowd of disgrun- 
tled youths began to gather. They soon “laid siege” to a ten-block area 
on East 14th Street, smashing windows, attacking cars, and throwing 
gasoline bombs. Sixty police officers arrived on the scene and arrested 
twelve people.” 

On September 27, 1966, sixteen-year-old Matthew Johnson was 
pulled over by police in Hunters Point, a black neighborhood across 
the bay in San Francisco. Johnson and his friends had stolen a car and 
were cruising around the neighborhood. When police pulled them over, 
the teens panicked and fled. Matthew Johnson was shot in the back by 
police and was left bleeding on the ground for more than an hour. By 
the time ambulances arrived, he was dead. The neighborhood erupted 
in a rebellion that went on for several days. Using bricks and Molotov 
cocktails, rebels damaged or destroyed thirty-one police cars and ten 
fire department vehicles. The police arrested 146 people, injuring 42, 
to of them with gunshots.’8 

The situation was unbearable. Newton and Seale would tolerate no 
more police brutality and were fed up with the disorganized and impo- 
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tent attempts of the black community to resist. They were determined 
to find a solution.” Newton soon experienced an epiphany sparked 
by an article he read in the August 1966 edition of the West Coast 
SNCC newspaper, the Movement, about the Community Alert Patrol 
(CAP) in Watts. “Brother Lennie” and “Brother Crook,” two activ- 
ists from Watts, organized CAP after the rebellion in 1965 to prevent 
further police brutality. CAP members monitored the police, driving 
around the black neighborhoods of Watts with notepads and pencils, 
documenting police activities. In August 1966, CAP began displaying 
a Black Panther logo on its patrol vehicles—inspired by SNCC’s use 
of the Panther symbol when helping to organize an independent black 
political party in Lowndes County, Alabama. CAP was not left alone 
to carry out its activities, however; it was vulnerable to harassment 
and abuse by the police. One frustrated CAP member commented on 
the police harassment to a Movement reporter: “There’s only one way 
to stop all this,” he said, “and that’s to get out our guns and start 
shooting.” 8° 

Newton had been studying law at Merritt College and San Francisco 
State College, and he also read on his own at the North Oakland 
Service Center law library. He discovered that California law permitted 
people to carry loaded guns in public as long as the weapons were not 
concealed. He studied California gun law inside and out, finding that 
it was illegal to keep rifles loaded in a moving vehicle and that parolees 
could carry a rifle but not a handgun. In California, he learned, citizens 
had the right to observe an officer carrying out his or her duty as long 
as they stood a reasonable distance away.’ 

Newton had finally hit upon a way to stand up to the police and 
organize the “brothers on the block.” He would organize patrols like 
the CAP in Watts. But he and his comrades would carry loaded guns. 


THE BLACK PANTHER 


Following the September 27 killing of Matthew Johnson, the UC 
Berkeley chapter of Students for a Democratic Society decided to hold 
a conference on Black Power and invited Stokely Carmichael, SNCC 
chairperson and the leading national proponent of Black Power, to 
be the keynote speaker. Because of the timing of the Conference on 
Black Power and Its Challenges, scheduled for October 29 in Berkeley, 
it immediately became an explosive political issue for the campus and 
in state politics. Republican Ronald Reagan was running a highly 
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polarizing campaign against Democratic incumbent Edmund Brown 
for governor of California, and the election was coming up in early 
November. Given the contentious national debate on Black Power and 
Carmichael’s stature, the conference threatened to become an election 
issue. The campus administration decided to deny the campus chapter 
of SDS permission to hold the event. 

The move echoed recent battles between students and the admin- 
istration over students’ rights in the Free Speech Movement. Soon, a 
raging battle arose on campus over whether SDS would be allowed to 
hold the conference. Wary of further escalation, the university capitu- 
lated.* In response, Ronald Reagan criticized the conference publicly: 
“We cannot have the university campus used as a base to foment riots 
from.” Reagan sent Stokely Carmichael a telegram urging him to stay 
out of California. He then challenged Governor Brown to cosign his 
telegram. The governor refused, saying that he did not want to dignify 
Carmichael’s cause. Nevertheless, Governor Brown made public state- 
ments similar to Reagan’s. “I wish Stokely Carmichael would stay out 
of California. I wish he’d not come in here at all. I think he’s caused 
nothing but trouble,” the governor told a crowd at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara. Californians, he pronounced, “don’t want 
black power.” The day before the conference, Governor Brown made 
a surprise appearance in Oakland to meet with the Alameda County 
sheriff to assure that “the peace of this community will be protected.” 
Reagan quipped sarcastically, “I’m happy to see he has hurried north 
like a man of action.” * 

In addition to Carmichael, speakers scheduled for the conference 
included Ivanhoe Donaldson, the New York director of SNCC; Brother 
Lennie, leader of the Watts Community Alert Patrol; Mark Comfort, 
leader of the Oakland Direct Action Project; Ron Karenga; James Bevel 
from the Southern Christian Leadership Conference; Mike Parker and 
Mike Smith from SDS; Mike Miller and Clay Carson from SNCC; 
Terry Cannon, editor of the Movement newspaper; Elijah Turner, an 
Oakland organizer; and Barbara Arthur, a student at UC Berkeley.*4 

The controversy stoked interest in the conference, not only among 
students but also among local black activists. Huey and Bobby’s for- 
mer mentor Donald Warden and members of RAM such as Doug Allen 
spoke out against the “racist” university administration for attempt- 
ing to bar the conference. On Saturday October 29, people flooded the 
Greek Theatre to listen to the speakers. By midafternoon, more than 
three thousand people had packed into the open-air theater, with stu- 
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dents standing in the aisles, sitting on the stage, and spread out on 
the grass hill above the theater to hear the speeches.** It is not clear 
whether Huey and Bobby participated in the conference, but they cer- 
tainly heard about it. 

The podium was black with big red letters identifying SDS. Behind 
the podium, a large banner, three feet wide and fifty feet long, read 
“Black Power and Its Challenges.” Ivanhoe Donaldson introduced 
Carmichael, emphasizing Carmichael’s leadership against the war and 
drawing an analogy between the struggle of blacks in American cities 
and the struggle of the Vietnamese against imperialism: “The Vietnam- 
ese are fighting the same establishment that the brothers in Oakland, 
Chicago and Watts are fighting.” Carmichael approached the podium 
wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and dark tie. He straightened his shirt, 
adjusted the microphone, and looked out at the predominantly white 
student audience.*° 

“It’s a privilege and an honor to be in the white intellectual ghetto 
of the West,” Carmichael began, making common cause with the stu- 
dents. But the familiarity was brief. “White America cannot condemn 
herself,” Carmichael told the students, “so black people have done it— 
you stand condemned. ... Move on over, or we’re going to move on 
over you.” Carmichael talked about the limitations of integrationism 
and the need for Black Power in international terms. “In order for 
America to really live on a basic principle of human relationships, a 
new society must be born. Racism must die. The economic exploitation 
by this country of nonwhite people around the world must also die.”8” 

Carmichael focused most of his speech on the question of Vietnam. 
“The war in Vietnam is an illegal and immoral war,” he argued. He 
compared the plight of black people in America with the plight of the 
Vietnamese: “Any time a black man leaves the country where he can’t 
vote to supposedly deliver the vote to somebody else, he’s a black mer- 
cenary. Any time a black man leaves this country, gets shot in Vietnam 
on foreign ground, and returns home and you won’t give him a burial 
place in his own homeland, he’s a black mercenary. Even if I were to 
believe the lies of [President] Johnson,” said Carmichael, “if I were to 
believe his lies that we are fighting to give democracy to the people in 
Vietnam, as a black man in this country, I wouldn’t fight to give this 
to anybody.” 88 

Carmichael also criticized the student peace movement and argued 
that if peace activists wanted to be relevant to most people, they needed 
to start organizing to resist the draft: 
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The peace movement has been a failure because it hasn’t gotten off the 
college campuses where everybody has a 2S [draft deferment] and is not 
afraid of being drafted anyway. The problem is how you can move out of 
that into the white ghettos of this country and articulate a position for 
those white youth who do not want to go... . [SNCC is] the most militant 
organization for peace or civil rights or human rights against the war in 
Vietnam in this country today. There isn’t one organization that has begun 
to meet our stand on the war in Vietnam. We not only say we are against 
the war in Vietnam; we are against the draft.... There is a higher law 
than the law of a racist named [Secretary of Defense] McNamara; there is 
a higher law than the law of a fool named [Secretary of State] Rusk; there 
is a higher law than the law of a buffoon named Johnson. It’s the law of 
each of us. We will not allow them to make us hired killers. We will not 
kill anybody that they say kill. And if we decide to kill, we are going to 
decide who to kill.®? 


The conference program featured the symbol of a black panther from 
the Lowndes County Freedom Organization (LCFO) that Carmichael 
was publicizing. The LCFO was part of a new effort by local blacks 
and SNCC to build an independent political party outside of the exclu- 
sive white Democratic Party, marking a departure from its strategy 
of mobilizing civil disobedience against Jim Crow segregation in the 
early 1960s. Lowndes County was 80 percent black, yet in early 1966, 
despite the 1965 passage of the Voting Rights Act, there was still not a 
single black person registered to vote in Lowndes County. So on May 3, 
1966, with SNCC’s help, the LCFO convened and nominated candi- 
dates for sheriff, tax assessor, coroner, and school board and encour- 
aged blacks to register to vote. As blacks registered, white resistance 
intensified. At one SNCC rally, a deputy sheriff fired into the crowd, 
shooting two civil rights workers and killing one, Carmichael’s friend 
Jonathan Daniels, a white ministerial student. 

Because so many whites in Lowndes were illiterate, the ballot fea- 
tured a drawing of a party mascot. The all-white Democratic Party fea- 
tured a white rooster and the slogan White Supremacy/For the Right. 
The LCFO selected the black panther as its symbol to signify a fierce 
black political challenge. In a June 1966 interview, John Hulett, the 
chairman of the LCFO, explained the symbol of the panther: “The 
black panther is an animal that when it is pressured it moves back until 
it is cornered, then it comes out fighting for life or death. We felt we 
had been pushed back long enough and that it was time for Negroes to 
come out and take over.” ”° 

In late August 1966, SNCC had organized a rally at the Mt. Morris 
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Presbyterian Church in New York City to promote the newly formed 
Harlem branch of the Black Panther Party. The speakers included Car- 
michael; William Epton, the head of the Harlem branch of the Progres- 
sive Labor Party; and Max Stanford, the leader of RAM, who identified 
himself at the time as the head of the Harlem branch of the Black Pan- 
ther Party. Black Panther members came dressed in uniforms of black 
pants and shirts displaying the panther emblem. In front of a cheer- 
ing crowd of 250, Carmichael called on blacks to unite with people of 
color in Vietnam and throughout the world. He also spoke in favor of 
armed self-defense for blacks. “If the police and the federal government 
won’t protect us,” said Carmichael, “we must protect ourselves.” Both 
he and Stanford spoke in favor of the recent wave of ghetto rebellions. 
The United States, Stanford suggested, “could be brought down to its 
knees with a rag and some gasoline and a bottle.”?! 

In September 1966, Carmichael wrote that organizing had begun 
under the black panther symbol across the country, in the North as well 
as the South—including independent efforts in Los Angeles, New York, 
Philadelphia, and New Jersey. “A man needs a black panther on his 
side when he and his family must endure—as hundreds of Alabamans 
have endured—loss of job, eviction, starvation and sometimes death 
for political activity,” Carmichael explained. “He may also need a gun 
and SNCC reaffirms the right of black men everywhere to defend them- 
selves when threatened or attacked.” * 

The Black Power conference and the symbol of the black panther 
captured the attention of Kenny Freeman, Doug Allen, Ernie Allen, 
and the West Coast members of RAM. At this time, RAM’s politi- 
cal analysis was fairly close to that of SNCC and Carmichael. Like the 
New York branch of RAM, the West Coast members were drawn to 
Carmichael’s charisma and the defiant symbol of the black panther, 
and they were impressed by his organizing efforts in Lowndes County. 
They followed the example of Max Stanford and the New York RAM 
and formed the Black Panther Party of Northern California. 

Not only did the program for the October 1966 Berkeley Black Power 
conference feature the black panther logo of the Lowndes County Free- 
dom Organization in recognition of Carmichael’s work there, but two 
days before the conference, activists distributed a pamphlet and fli- 
ers about the Lowndes County Black Panther Party on the Berkeley 
campus.” 

Huey Newton was among those to take notice of the bold logo and 
courageous organizing. Writing several years later, Newton recalled, 
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“I had read a pamphlet about voter registration in [Alabama], how 
the people in Lowndes County had armed themselves against Estab- 
lishment violence. Their political group, called the Lowndes County 
Freedom Organization, had a black panther for its symbol. A few days 
later, while Bobby and I were rapping, I suggested that we use the pan- 
ther as our symbol.” %4 

Like the West Coast members of RAM with whom they had worked 
in the Soul Students Advisory Council, Newton and Seale decided to 
form a chapter of the Black Panther Party. But guided by Newton’s 
epiphany, they took their party in a different direction that would have 
long-term political consequences.” 


Policing the Police 


One night in early 1967, Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and Little (Lil’) 
Bobby Hutton, the first recruit to their Black Panther Party for Self- 
Defense, were cruising around north Oakland in Seale’s 1954 Chevy. 
Newton was at the wheel. They saw a police car patrolling the area 
and decided to monitor it. As Bobby Seale later recounted the inci- 
dent, Newton sped up to within a short residential block behind the car 
and kept that distance.! When the officer turned right, Newton turned 
right. When the officer turned left, Newton turned left. Newton was 
armed with a shotgun, Seale with a .45 caliber handgun, and Hutton 
with an M-t rifle. A law book sat on the back seat. 

After they had followed the police car for a while, the officer pulled 
the patrol car to the curb and stopped at the corner. There was a 
stop sign at the corner, so Newton pulled up to the intersection and 
stopped next to the police car. The three men looked over at the offi- 
cer. Seale held Newton’s shotgun while he drove, and both the shotgun 
and Hutton’s M-1 were plainly visible through the window. The offi- 
cer looked back. After a pause, Newton stepped gently on the gas and 
rounded the corner to the right in front of the officer. As Newton com- 
pleted the turn, the officer flashed his high beams. Newton kept driving 
without changing speed. The officer stepped on the gas and pulled out 
after him. Seale could see the flashing red lights, but Newton kept mov- 
ing. He told Seale, “I’m not going to stop ‘till he puts his damn siren on 
because a flashing red light really don’t mean nothin’, anything could 
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be a flashing red light.” At this point, the car headed north on Dover 
Street behind Merritt College. Newton took a left on 58th Street and 
headed down the block, passing Merritt’s track field. The officer turned 
on his siren, and Newton pulled over, coming to a stop across the street 
from the back door of the college. 

As soon as Newton pulled over, the officer stopped and burst out of 
his car, hollering, “What the goddam hell you niggers doing with them 
goddam guns? Who in the goddam hell you niggers think you are? Get 
out of that goddam car. Get out of that goddam car with them god- 
dam guns.” At this point, students who had just finished their evening 
classes at the predominantly black school began filing out the back 
door, and they stopped to watch. Many residents of the homes along 
the street looked out their windows. 

The officer approached the car, screaming, “Get out of that car!” 
Newton said, “You ain’t putting anybody under arrest. Who the hell 
you think you are?” At this point, the officer pulled open the car door 
and shouted, “I said get out of the goddam car and bring them god- 
dam guns out of there.” The officer stuck his head in the car, reached 
across Newton, and grabbed the barrel of the shotgun Seale was hold- 
ing. Seale pulled back on the shotgun. Newton grabbed the officer by 
the collar and slammed his head up into the roof of the car. He then 
swiveled in his seat, kicked the officer in the stomach, and pushed him 
out of the car. 

Newton took the shotgun from Seale, leapt out of the car, and jacked 
a round of ammunition into the chamber. He shouted, “Now, who 
in the hell do you think you are, you big rednecked bastard, you rot- 
ten fascist swine, you bigoted racist? You come into my car, trying to 
brutalize me and take my property away from me. Go for your gun 
and you're a dead pig.” The officer lifted his hands away from his gun 
while Seale and Hutton jumped out of the passenger side of the car. 
Seale pulled back the hammer on his .45. The officer backed away from 
Newton toward his car, where he radioed for backup. 

People streamed out of their houses; more students streamed out of 
Merritt. Seale and Newton beckoned people to come out and observe 
the police. A sizable crowd soon coalesced. Seale called the police “rac- 
ist dogs, pigs.” He explained to the crowd that police were “occupying 
our community like a foreign troop that occupies territory” and that 
“Black people are tired of it.”? 

Several more police cars arrived, and an officer walked up to Newton 
and demanded, “Let me see that weapon!” 
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Newton said, “Let you see my weapon? You haven’t placed me 
under arrest.” 

The officer insisted: “Well, you just let me see the weapon, I have a 
right to see the weapon.” 

Newton refused. “Ain’t you ever heard of the Fourteenth Amend- 
ment of the Constitution of the United States? Don’t you know you 
don’t remove nobody’s property without due process of law? What’s 
the matter with you? You’re supposed to be people enforcing the law, 
and here you are, ready to violate my constitutional rights. You can’t 
see my gun. You can’t have my gun. The only way you’re gonna get it 
from me is to try to take it.” 

Another officer walked up to Seale and shouted, “Come over here 
by the car.” 

Seale said: “I ain’t going no goddam place. Who the hell you think 
you are? You ain’t placed me under arrest.” 

“But I have a right to take you over to the car,” the officer replied 
loudly. 

Seale responded, “You don’t have no right to move me from one spot 
to another. You just got through telling me I wasn’t under arrest, so Pm 
not moving nowhere, I’m staying right here.” 

The officer then demanded that Seale hand over his gun, and Seale 
refused. Newton, Seale, and Hutton would not submit to the police. 
Citing local ordinances as well as the Second Amendment to the Con- 
stitution, they asserted their right to bear arms as long as the guns 
were not concealed. The standoff threatened to escalate. But after tense 
deliberations, the police lieutenant told the other officers he did not see 
sufficient grounds for arrest. After looking around, one of the officers 
noticed that the license plate on Seale’s Chevy was attached with a coat 
hanger. He then wrote Seale a ticket for not having the license plate 
securely fastened to his vehicle. 

The police soon left, and the excited crowd gathered around Newton 
and Seale to hear what had happened. The men described their organi- 
zation, the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. The next day, several 
community members who had witnessed the event joined the Party. 

Bobby Seale provided the first guns for the Black Panther Party for 
Self-Defense from his personal collection: a .30-30 Winchester rifle and 
a shotgun. Even before his time in the military, Seale had been around 
guns, mostly when hunting with his father. Once new recruits began 
joining the Party, obtaining more firearms became a priority. Newton 
and Seale approached Richard Aoki, a Japanese American radical who 
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they knew had an impressive collection of guns. A small and ener- 
getic man with a big smile, a dirty mouth, and a generous sense of 
humor, Aoki was a dedicated revolutionary committed to Third World 
liberation. He was pleased to help the Black Panthers get started and 
donated two guns to the Party in support of their revolutionary cause, 
an M-1 Garand rifle and a 9mm pistol, both weapons designed for the 
military.’ 

Newton and Seale needed to raise money to purchase more guns for 
their Party. Newton got the idea to sell Mao Zedong’s Little Red Book 
on the Berkeley campus to raise money—a small but influential book 
of quotations by the chairman of the Chinese Communist Party that 
was receiving a lot of news coverage. They went to Chinatown in San 
Francisco and bought the books at thirty cents apiece and then sold 
them on the Berkeley campus for a dollar. Soon they raised enough 
money to buy a .357 Magnum (a pistol designed for law enforcement 
officers) from Aoki and a High Standard shotgun at the local depart- 
ment store.* 

Over the course of several months patrolling the police, Newton and 
Seale gained a small following. Bobby got Huey a job at the War on 
Poverty youth program where he worked, and the two used a portion 
of their paychecks to rent an office on Grove Street and 56th in north 
Oakland near Merritt College.’ In early 1967, the Black Panther Party 
for Self-Defense had only a handful of members. The organization had 
received no coverage in the press and was known only by those with 
whom the Party had direct contact, or through word of mouth. By 
February, this began to change. 

That January, Eldridge Cleaver, a writer for Ramparts magazine— 
an independent Catholic magazine that had become an influential 
voice of opposition to the Vietnam War—had recently moved to San 
Francisco and joined forces with playwright Marvin Jackman, poet Ed 
Bullins, and singer Willie Dale to found Black House, a cultural cen- 
ter for the burgeoning Black Power movement in the Bay Area. Along 
with the RAM-affiliated Black Panther Party of Northern California 
run by Kenny Freeman, Doug Allen, Ernie Allen, and Roy Ballard, they 
decided to organize a memorial for Malcolm X on the two-year anni- 
versary of his death, February 21, 1967. The idea came out of Cleaver’s 
plan to create a new organization that represented the true legacy of 
Malcolm X and to name it after the group he had started before his 
death, the Organization for Afro-American Unity. Cleaver’s idea was 
to bring Betty Shabazz, Malcolm X’s widow, to the Bay Area as the 
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keynote speaker at the memorial conference to legitimize the new orga- 
nization. Cleaver was new to the area, and the group appointed Roy 
Ballard as coordinator of the event.® 

A number of the organizers feared that Betty Shabazz could become 
a target like her husband, so Roy Ballard asked Bobby Seale if the 
Black Panther Party for Self-Defense would speak at the conference 
and provide an armed escort for Shabazz. After consulting with New- 
ton, Seale agreed, and arranged to meet Shabazz at the San Francisco 
Airport. In the early afternoon of February 21, eight members of New- 
ton and Seale’s Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, dressed in uni- 
form—waist-length leather jackets, powder blue shirts, and black berets 
cocked to the right—met up with Roy Ballard, Kenny Freeman, and 
several other members of the RAM-affiliated group. 

At 3:05 P.M., the Black Panther contingent, led by Newton, entered 
the lobby of the San Francisco Airport displaying shotguns and pistols. 
The airport security chief, George Nessel, and his armed deputies con- 
fronted them and ordered them to wait outside the building. Newton 
refused. Nessel acquiesced, telling the press later that the Panthers 
were “quite hip on the law.”” The Panthers made their way in military 
fashion to American Airlines gate 47, where Shabazz was scheduled to 
arrive. According to one eyewitness, “Each one, like clockwork, set 
themselves up at various stations at the arrival gate and waited, rifles 
in hand.”8 

From the airport, the Panthers escorted Shabazz to the office of 
Ramparts magazine for an interview with Eldridge Cleaver. There, the 
group had another, more intense confrontation with law enforcement. 
Chuck Banks, an aggressive reporter from KGO-TV, tried to push his 
way through the Panther bodyguard. When he tried to push aside Huey 
Newton, Newton grabbed his collar and pushed him back against the 
wall. Police officers reacted, several flipping loose the little straps that 
held their pistols in their holsters. One started shouting at Newton, 
who stopped and stared at the cop. Seale tried to get Newton to leave. 
Newton ignored him and walked right up to the cop. “What’s the mat- 
ter,” Newton said, “you got an itchy finger?” 

The cop made no reply and simply stared Newton in the eye, keep- 
ing his hand on his gun and taking his measure. The other officers 
called out for the cop to cool it, but he kept staring at Newton. “O.K. 
you big fat racist pig, draw your gun,” Newton challenged. The cop 
made no move. Newton shouted “Draw it, you cowardly dog!” He 
pumped a round into the shotgun chamber. 
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The other officers spread out, stepping away from the line of fire. 
Finally, the cop gave up, sighing heavily and hanging his head. Newton 
laughed in his face as the remaining Panthers dispersed. Shabazz had 
already been whisked away by other Panthers while Newton occupied 
the attention of the police. 

Witnessing Newton stand his ground with the police, back them 
down, and call them cowards, Eldridge Cleaver was filled with jubila- 
tion. “Work out soul brother!” his mind screamed, “You’re the baddest 
motherfucker I’ve ever seen.”? 

Cleaver was as unimpressed by Ballard and the RAM group as 
he was impressed by Huey Newton and the Black Panther Party for 
Self-Defense. He decided then that he would give his full support to 
Huey Newton as the legitimate heir to the legacy of Malcolm X. Word 
quickly spread about Huey Newton’s stand against the police, and 
about the bold new Black Power organization, the Black Panther Party 
for Self-Defense. 

The Panthers’ patrols of police sparked interest in the community, 
but still Huey and Bobby’s following remained small. Newton was very 
conscious that black people were excluded from power and that the 
government did not represent their interests. He knew that many blacks 
in Oakland saw the police as oppressive. Newton hoped that by stand- 
ing up to the police, he would be able to organize blacks to build politi- 
cal power. But even though his actions won respect, not many people 
were ready to join the Black Panther Party. 


DENZIL DOWELL 


Six weeks later, at 3:50 A.M. on Monday April 1, 1967, all this changed. 
George Dowell and several neighbors from North Richmond, an unin- 
corporated all-black community near Oakland, heard ten gunshots. 
Sometime after 5:00 A.M., George came upon his older brother Denzil 
Dowell lying in the street, shot in the back and head.!? Police from the 
county sheriff’s department were there, but no ambulance had been 
called. Something did not seem right. Why had no one called an ambu- 
lance? George rushed home to tell his mother and father that their son, 
Denzil Dowell, a twenty-two-year-old construction laborer, was dead. 

When the newspaper came out that day, the Contra Costa sher- 
iff’s office reported that deputy sheriffs Mel Brunkhorst and Kenneth 
Gibson had arrived at the scene at 4:50 A.M. on a tip from an unidenti- 
fied caller about a burglary in progress. They claimed that when they 
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arrived, Denzil Dowell and another man ran from the back of a liquor 
store and refused to stop when ordered to halt. Brunkhorst fired one 
blast from a shotgun, striking Dowell and killing him. The other man 
escaped.!! 

For the Dowells, the official explanation did not add up, and com- 
munity members helped the family investigate. The Dowells knew Mel 
Brunkhorst. He had issued citations to Denzil in the past, and on occa- 
sion, Brunkhorst had threatened to kill Dowell. The more they probed, 
the more contradictory the facts appeared. There was no sign of entry, 
forced or otherwise, at Bill’s Liquors, the store Dowell had allegedly 
been robbing. Further, the police had reported that Dowell had not only 
run but also jumped two fences to get away before being shot down. 
But Dowell had a bad hip, a limp, and the family claimed that he could 
not run, let alone jump fences. When the coroner released his report, 
community skepticism only grew. The report stated that Dowell had 
bled to death, yet there had been no pool of blood where Dowell was 
found. There was a pool of blood, however, twenty yards away from 
the site where police claimed Dowell died. The report also listed six 
bullet holes, apparently confirming neighbors’ reports of hearing mul- 
tiple shots. A doctor who worked on the case told the family that judg- 
ing from the way the bullets had entered Dowell’s body, Dowell had 
been shot with his hands raised. Bullet holes in nearby walls also sug- 
gested alternate trajectories and a different story. The family demanded 
to have the clothes Dowell wore when he was shot and to be allowed to 
take pictures of the corpse to verify how many times he had been shot. 
The county refused. Mrs. Dowell publicly announced, “I believe the 
police murdered my son.” 

The city of Richmond, a few miles north of Oakland, had been 
the site of several major shipyards during World War II. Many blacks 
migrated to the area for wartime jobs but found themselves unem- 
ployed and underemployed during the postwar demobilization and 
deindustrialization. Much of the postwar black community lived in 
ghettos consisting of public housing units built by the federal gov- 
ernment during the war. North Richmond, a town of six thousand 
people stuck between a garbage dump and the toxic-fume-producing 
Chevron Oil refinery, was almost entirely black. As an unincorporated 
area, the community received no public services from the city. Instead, 
North Richmond came under the jurisdiction of Contra Costa County, 
including the Contra Costa County Sheriffs Department. Extremely 
isolated, the area had only three streets on which to enter or exit. On 
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occasion, county police blocked those streets, sealing off the entire 
area.!3 

Two weeks before Christmas 1966, just a few months before Denzil 
Dowell died, two unarmed black men had been shot and killed in North 
Richmond. Bullet holes in their armpits showed that they had been shot 
with their hands raised. It was rumored that police were responsible. 
A black woman from the neighborhood had also been brutally beaten 
by police.!4 Denzil Dowell’s killing added insult to injury. A white jury 
took little time deciding that the killing of unarmed Dowell was “justi- 
fiable homicide” because the police officers on the scene had suspected 
that he was in the act of committing a felony. Outraged, the black com- 
munity demanded justice. 

The Dowell family supported a petition drive demanding the sus- 
pension of officer Brunkhorst and a full investigation of Denzil’s death. 
Almost one-fourth of the North Richmond community signed on— 
twelve hundred people in all. Yet county officials refused to investigate. 
For many, this was the last straw.!5 

Paralleling black anger about police brutality nationally, the rage in 
North Richmond over Dowell’s killing was palpable. With no sympa- 
thetic response from local government, the situation appeared headed 
in a clear direction: toward riot. Mark Comfort knew the Dowell fam- 
ily and understood how high the stakes were. As North Richmond 
threatened to boil over, instead of organizing a sit-in or prevailing upon 
the traditional civil rights organizations to act, he drove down to 56th 
Street and Grove in Oakland to see Huey Newton and Bobby Seale. 

Ruby Dowell, Denzil’s sister, called a meeting at Neighborhood 
House, a community center in North Richmond, to discuss the situa- 
tion. Newton and Seale attended.'® The meeting was emotional. Mrs. 
Dowell was still very angry, but she was also despondent and scared. 
Alongside her husband, who remained in the background during much 
of the crisis, she had worked so hard to survive in North Richmond, 
to support her family, and to raise her children. Now, her son Denzil 
had been taken from her by the very police sworn to protect him. Her 
appeals to the authorities had been treated with indifference at best.” 
Who was she to look to? How could she find justice? 

Newton and Seale calmly maintained that only through armed self- 
defense could the black community find security. They asked lots of 
questions about the case and tried to understand what had actually 
happened the night Denzil Dowell was killed. George Dowell immedi- 
ately saw in the Panthers the first glimmer of hope for finding justice for 
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his brother. “I was really impressed. They made me feel like they were 
really interested in the people, and they knew what they were doing. . . . 
When I listened to Huey and Bobby talk, I could tell that they were 
talking from their hearts. A person can tell when another person is tell- 
ing the truth and that’s what all our people been waiting to hear.” !8 

The next day the Panthers began their own investigation into the 
killing of Denzil Dowell. Newton, Seale, and a few Party members 
started to spend time in North Richmond, talking with George Dowell 
and the younger generation on the street, and sitting with Mrs. Dowell 
in her home. They spoke with the neighbors and other community mem- 
bers, sought out witnesses, talked with the coroner’s office, and spoke 
to forensic experts.!? They decided to do whatever they could to find 
justice for Denzil Dowell. 

The Panthers’ first confrontation with police in North Richmond 
was unplanned. Newton observed, “Policemen were constantly coming 
to Mrs. Dowell’s house and treating her like dirt. They would knock 
on the door, walk in, and search the premises any time they wanted.” 
One Sunday in April 1967, Newton was at the house when they came. 
“When Mrs. Dowell answered the knock, a policeman pushed his way 
in, asking questions. I grabbed my shotgun and stepped in front of her, 
telling him either to produce a search warrant or leave. He stood for a 
minute, shocked, then ran out to his car and drove off.”2° Given recent 
events, many locals felt vulnerable to police attack, and word about the 
Panthers spread rapidly throughout North Richmond. 

On the following Sunday, April 16, community members met at 
George Dowell’s home to discuss his brother’s death. Talk soon turned 
to a recent rash of student beatings by teachers at the local Walter 
Helms Junior High School—yet another example of institutional bru- 
tality. One student’s mother asked the Panthers for help. The Panthers 
had stated publicly that they were there for the community’s protec- 
tion, and now they were being asked to deliver. The next day, three car- 
loads of mothers of students at Walter Helms went to the school accom- 
panied by a carload of armed Panthers. 

When the lunch bell rang, the mothers entered the school and pro- 
ceeded to patrol the hallways. The Panthers remained outside in case 
any problems arose. The mothers informed the principal that they were 
there to ensure their children’s safety and protect them from brutal 
treatment by school officials. “We’re concerned citizens,” they told 
him, “and we’ll whip your ass and anyone else’s that we hear of slap- 
ping our children around.”?! 
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School officials called the police, and an officer soon arrived. Upon 
hearing about the angry parents inside, he demanded to know what 
was going on. Five of the Panthers sitting in their car outside the 
school were openly armed, four with shotguns and one with an M-t. 
According to Seale, when the officer saw the guns, he began to stutter. 
He asked what all the guns were for, and Newton told him that he and 
his companions were members of the Black Panther Party and that the 
guns belonged to them. The officer asked for his driver’s license, and 
Newton obliged. When he saw Newton’s name, he went to his car and 
radioed for reinforcements. Another police car soon arrived, but there 
was nothing the police could do. The Panthers were acting within the 
law, and apparently the police did not want to inflame the situation 
further. The mothers patrolled the hallways until the end of the lunch 
period.?? 

The next morning Newton received a call. Mrs. Dowell and other 
community members had scheduled a meeting in Richmond with a 
representative of the county district attorney to discuss the Dowell 
case. The caller asked if the Panthers would come. Newton was skep- 
tical about whether anything could be accomplished, but to satisfy the 
Dowells, he took a group of Panthers to the meeting. Little progress 
was made with the DA, so the entire group of Panthers and commu- 
nity members went to see County Sheriff Walter F. Young in Martinez. 

Sheriff Young was cordial and polite, but he remained unyielding. 
Young maintained that because Dowell had been in the act of commit- 
ting a felony when Brunkhorst shot him, the killing was legally justified. 
While claiming he had the best interests of the North Richmond com- 
munity at heart, Young insisted he would neither suspend Brunkhorst 
nor modify the department’s policy on when to shoot and when not to 
shoot potential suspects. An undersheriff added, “If you want the pol- 
icy changed, you should go to the legislature.” 23 

The Dowells had held out hope that local officials would eventually 
help them find justice. The meeting in Martinez left no doubt that they 
would have to find another approach.** 

Seale and Newton quickly organized a street-corner rally to talk 
with community members about Denzil Dowell’s case and explain their 
program, especially their position on community self-defense. They 
had organized street-corner rallies in the past in both Oakland and 
San Francisco, and the sight of armed and uniformed Black Panthers 
had always caught people’s attention, often getting them to listen to the 
Panther political program. 


Policing the Police | 55 


Most of North Richmond had no sidewalks. But there was one cor- 
ner in front of a liquor store at Third and Chesley that did, and Newton 
and Seale planned a rally there for Saturday April 22. At 5 p.m. that 
day, fifteen Panthers showed up in uniform, most of them armed and 
lined up on each corner, north, south, east, and west. In this way, they 
effectively claimed the corner and unofficially declared it a Panther 
zone. 

A small crowd started to gather. Seale began talking about the Dowell 
case. The Panthers had always attracted attention when they organized 
street discussions, but the response this day reached another level. If 
Denzil Dowell could be killed by police with impunity, so could any 
young person in the neighborhood. The crowd soon swelled. While the 
police scared many in the community, here was a group of young black 
men, organized and disciplined, openly displaying guns and speaking 
their minds. Cars stopped, and traffic began backing up. Soon over 150 
people had gathered. 

A police car arrived and took a post across the street from the crowd; 
the officer casually smoked as he observed the rally. Seale pointed out 
the officer, declaring that he and everyone else who had gathered would 
continue exercising their right to free speech. No “pig,” he shouted, 
would stop them. Four Panthers quickly surrounded the officer: 
Reginald Forte carrying a 9mm pistol, Warren Tucker with a .38 pis- 
tol hanging at his side, one Panther with a .357 Magnum, and another 
unarmed. The officer quickly started up his car and drove away. 

When the time came for Newton to speak, he talked about the 
need to organize and to use guns to defend the community from rac- 
ist attacks. He explained that the community had to organize to patrol 
the police to keep them in line; everyone would have to get guns to 
protect their homes, even the elderly. As the rally progressed, another 
policeman arrived. A number of cars pulled out of the way to let his 
car through, but one man refused to move, and the officer got stuck in 
the swelling traffic jam and had to stay there in his car observing the 
rally until it ended.?° 

The rally was a tremendous success. Community members had been 
searching for ways of doing something about Denzil Dowell’s killing, 
and the Panthers had shown them a way. This was indeed what Newton 
and Seale had been looking for: a way to mobilize the black community 
by showing people they could take issues into their own hands. The 
Panthers called a second rally for April 29, the following Saturday. This 
time, they planned to shut off a whole section of the street. 
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Newton and Seale had captured the community’s imagination, 
and others began chipping in to help organize the next rally. Eldridge 
Cleaver, who had been impressed with Newton during the confronta- 
tion with police at Ramparts, helped Newton and Seale publicize the 
rally, in the process creating the Party’s first newspaper. Emory Doug- 
las, a student at San Francisco City College and a new Panther member, 
contributed his graphic arts expertise. The paper immediately became 
a key Party tool, running for over a decade with an international dis- 
tribution and, at its height, a circulation in the hundreds of thousands. 
The first issue was simply two mimeographed sheets stapled together. 

On April 25, 1967, the paper hit the streets, its masthead read- 
ing “The Black Panther—Black Community News Service Volume 1 
Number 1.” The headline was “Why Was Denzil Dowell Killed?” The 
paper explained the facts of the case from the Panthers’ perspective. It 
also explained the Party’s political position and announced the North 
Richmond rally for the coming Saturday: “So we’ll know what to do 
and how to do it.” Three thousand copies were printed, and kids from 
the North Richmond neighborhood helped distribute the paper door- 
to-door on foot and on bicycle.?6 

The rally got under way at 1:30 P.M. outside the home of a Dowell rel- 
ative at 1717 Second Street in North Richmond. The Panthers showed 
up armed and in uniform and closed off the street. Word had spread 
and almost four hundred people of all ages came. Many working-class 
and poor black people from North Richmond were there. They wanted 
to know how to get some measure of justice for Denzil Dowell and 
in turn how to protect themselves and their community from police 
attacks. People lined both sides of the block. Some elderly residents 
brought lawn chairs to sit in while they listened. Some of the younger 
generation climbed on cars. 

Several police cars arrived on the scene, but the reception they 
received was even less friendly than that at the previous rally, so they 
kept their distance. A Contra Costa County helicopter patrolled above. 
According to a sheriff’s spokesman, the department took no other 
action because the Panthers broke no laws and, as required, displayed 
their weapons openly. 

Newton, Seale, and Cleaver all spoke, proclaiming that the commu- 
nity would not get justice from the government, nor from its arm, the 
police. In outlining the Party’s program, they emphasized that black 
people would never be safe and secure if they depended on the police 
to protect them. The police were part of the problem, extensions of the 
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oppressive power structure. Black people would be safe only if they 
took the situation into their own hands and defended themselves. At 
one point, Newton explained what kinds of guns people should buy. 
He pointed to Panther John Sloan stationed on a rooftop. Sloan did a 
weapons demonstration, and people cheered wildly. 

That day, something startling occurred that had never happened at 
any other Panther event. Neighbors showed up with their own guns. 
Some of these people had seen the armed Panthers at the previous rally 
and decided to bring their guns this time as a gesture of support and 
solidarity. Others, seeing the Panthers for the first time, went home to 
get their guns and returned. One young woman who had been sitting in 
her car got out and held up her M-r for everyone to see. The Panthers 
passed out applications to join their party, and over three hundred peo- 
ple filled them out. According to FBI informant Earl Anthony, he “had 
never seen Black men command the respect of the people the way that 
Huey Newton and Bobby Seale did that day.”” 


SACRAMENTO 


As the Black Panthers’ strategy of armed self-defense became more 
and more effective at mobilizing members of the black community, the 
Panthers attracted even greater attention among authorities, who took 
steps to stop them. The Oakland Police Department circulated inter- 
nal memos identifying Party members and describing their vehicles.?8 
Assemblyman Donald Mulford, a Republican from Piedmont, the pre- 
dominantly white and affluent suburb of Oakland, took particular 
notice. 

On April 5, 1967, six weeks after the Black Panther Party’s well- 
publicized confrontation with police while escorting Betty Shabazz, 
Assemblyman Mulford introduced a bill, AB 1591, in the California 
legislature proposing to outlaw the carrying of loaded firearms in pub- 
lic.?? In response to the “increasing incidence of organized groups and 
individuals publicly arming themselves,” Mulford argued, “it is imper- 
ative that this statute take effect immediately.” If signed into law, the 
act would criminalize armed patrols of police and the open display of 
guns at “self-defense” rallies in the black community—effectively out- 
lawing the Black Panther strategy.*° 

The day after the Panthers’ big rally in North Richmond, the San 
Francisco Chronicle carried an extended piece on the Party. Concluding 
with a discussion of Mulford’s bill, the article noted, “The bill is sched- 


58 | Organizing Rage 


uled to go before the Assembly Committee on Criminal Procedure in 
Sacramento Tuesday. Whether the Black Panthers will show up for the 
hearing is problematical.”*! Newton and Seale had already considered 
traveling to Sacramento to look for ways to challenge the police brutal- 
ity that led to the killing of Denzil Dowell. When Newton saw the arti- 
cle and Mulford’s intent to undermine the party, he called Seale over to 
his house. He told Seale that it was to be expected that the state would 
change the law to stop them. Indeed, there was little they could do to 
stop the state from changing the law. 

Had the Mulford Act gone to a vote several months earlier, even at 
the time of the Malcolm X memorial, it might have spelled the end of 
the Black Panther Party by forcing the Panthers to stop their armed 
patrols of the police. But now, after the rallies in North Richmond, 
everything was different. Newton and Seale had effectively challenged 
police brutality and government neglect. They had organized the rage 
of a black community into a potent political force. Newton decided to 
raise the encounter to a higher level: he would send an armed delega- 
tion to the state capitol. 

On Tuesday morning May 2, 1967, thirty Black Panthers put on 
their uniforms, picked up their guns, and headed to Sacramento. Seale 
led the delegation of twenty-four men and six women, which included 
Emory Douglas, Lil’ Bobby Hutton, Mark Comfort, Ruby Dowell, 
and George Dowell. Hutton carried a High Standard 12-gauge shot- 
gun, Tucker had a .357 Magnum, and eighteen of the other men were 
also armed. The women were not armed. Eldridge Cleaver also went 
to Sacramento that day, but not as part of the delegation. Ramparts 
magazine had assigned him to cover the Panther action with the under- 
standing that he would not take part. Consistent with their Oakland 
patrols, the Panthers planned to remain firmly within the laws restrict- 
ing gun use. They would take care, for example, to keep their guns 
aimed only up or down, not to point them at anyone, an action that 
could be construed as displaying a weapon in a threatening manner. 
Newton instructed the group not to shoot unless fired upon.” 

When the Panthers arrived at the capitol building in Sacramento, 
they got out of their cars heavily armed, and Seale began asking 
bystanders how to find the assembly chambers. Right away, several TV 
cameramen took notice and ran up to the delegation to begin filming.*3 

By the time the delegation arrived outside the California State 
Assembly chambers on the second floor, a swarm of reporters had gath- 
ered around them, taking pictures and asking questions. Assembly ses- 
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sions are open to the public, but the public is not allowed on the assem- 
bly floor. When the Panthers reached the door to the assembly floor, 
several of the reporters barged into the assembly to get a better pic- 
ture of the Panthers as they entered. Seale and about twelve of the Pan- 
thers followed.34 According to the San Francisco Chronicle, “Assembly 
Speaker Pro-Tem Carlos Bee (Dem-Hayward) who was facing the door 
saw only a gaggle of news and television cameramen in what seemed 
to be a stampede. Angrily he shouted for the sergeant-at-arms, Tony 
Beard, to remove the intruding photographers.” 

One of the guards said to the Panthers, “This is not where you’re sup- 
posed to be. This is not where you’re supposed to be.” While they were 
trying to decide whether to stay on the assembly floor or go upstairs, a 
police officer came up behind Bobby Hutton and grabbed the gun out 
of his hand. Hutton started shouting at the officer and chasing him to 
try to get his gun back, and the Panthers followed him out into the hall- 
way. Assemblyman Mulford wasted no time in lobbying for his legisla- 
tion. He quickly rose to inform his colleagues that reporters were not 
the only ones who had been on the assembly floor. “A serious incident 
has just occurred,” he explained, “People with weapons forced their 
way into this chamber and were ejected.” °° 

When the Panthers entered the hallway, the state police surrounded 
them and then grabbed them and took their weapons. Seale started 
to shout, “Wait a minute, now wait a minute! Am I under arrest? Am 
I under arrest?! Take your hands off me if I am not under arrest! If 
I am under arrest, I will come. If Iam not, don’t put your hands on 
me.” Seale demanded the guns back and a chance to publicly read the 
Party's statement. As the police pushed the Panthers into an elevator, 
Seale shouted, “Is this the way the racist government works, won’t let 
a man exercise his constitutional rights?” Once downstairs, the police 
reviewed the situation, decided the Panthers had broken no laws, and 
returned their guns.*” 

Having now captured the attention of many reporters, Seale read the 
Panther statement in front of the press. With much of California and 
the country watching, he read Black Panther Executive Mandate #1: 


The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense calls upon the American people 
in general and the Black people in particular to take careful note of the 
racist California Legislature which is now considering legislation aimed 
at keeping the Black people disarmed and powerless at the very same time 
that racist police agencies throughout the country are intensifying the ter- 
ror, brutality, murder, and repression of Black people. . . . The enslavement 
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of Black people from the very beginning of this country, the genocide prac- 
ticed on the American Indians and the confining of the survivors on res- 
ervations, the savage lynching of thousands of Black men and women, the 
dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and now the cow- 
ardly massacre in Vietnam, all testify to the fact that toward people of color 
the racist power structure of America has but one policy: repression, geno- 
cide, terror, and the big stick. .. . The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense 
believes that the time has come for Black people to arm themselves against 
this terror before it is too late. The pending Mulford Act brings the hour of 
doom one step nearer. A people who have suffered so much for so long at 
the hands of a racist society, must draw the line somewhere. We believe that 
the Black communities of America must rise up as one man to halt the pro- 
gression of a trend that leads inevitably to their total destruction.*® 


With the group now released and his companions again with their 
guns again in tow, Seale read the statement to the press several times. 
The members of the Party delegation then walked down the capitol 
steps, across the lawn, and back to their cars. But as they walked across 
the lawn, they passed a picnicking group of thirty youngsters from the 
Valley View Intermediate School in Pleasant Hill who were receiving 
a visit from Governor Ronald Reagan. News of the Panthers had not 
reached Reagan yet, and the sight of these armed black men ambling 
by the picnic unnerved him. He hastily deserted the youngsters from 
Valley View and hightailed it to the security of his offices. Shortly after 
the Panthers got in their cars and headed back toward Oakland, a con- 
tingent of police armed with riot guns and pistols appeared on their 
tail, accompanied by reporters.*? 

As soon as the Panthers pulled into a service station, the police sur- 
rounded them. A couple of officers came up behind Panther Sherman 
Forte and grabbed his hands, forcing them behind his back. When 
Seale asked if Forte was under arrest, the officers answered that he 
was, and Seale told Forte to take the arrest. With cameramen captur- 
ing the scene for national TV, the police then searched and arrested 
the remainder of the group on what appeared to be makeshift charges. 
Seale was originally arrested for carrying a concealed pistol, when in 
fact he openly displayed the pistol in a holster on his hip. Television 
footage caught officers looking for illegal weapons and comparing the 
length of Panther shotguns to their own. To one officer’s charge, a 
Panther explained, “That ain’t no sawed off, that’s a riot gun, just like 
yours.” Officers booked several of the Panthers on an obscure Fish and 
Game Code violation that prohibited loaded guns in a vehicle.*° 

Nineteen young adults and five juveniles were arrested. But this 
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group included not only armed Panthers but also Eldridge Cleaver, cov- 
ering the event for Ramparts and carrying only a camera, as well as an 
anonymous black woman from Sacramento, unknown to the Panthers, 
who happened to be buying gas at the time. At the police station, offi- 
cials changed the charges to conspiracy to invade the assembly cham- 
bers, a felony.*! Seale and Comfort were bailed out that evening and 
returned with Newton for a court hearing and press conference the fol- 
lowing day. 

Extensive press coverage boosted the party’s profile exponentially. 
The San Francisco Chronicle alone printed at least twelve stories on 
the Panther “invasion” of the state capitol that week.*? The event and 
its aftermath received extensive coverage in the country’s major dailies 
in early May, from the New York Times and Washington Post to the 
Chicago Tribune, as well as widespread television coverage. The Party 
soon became the topic of discussion in innumerable political circles. In 
particular, it became a hot topic in the left alternative press, garner- 
ing extensive coverage in Ramparts and the Movement. The event also 
prompted more thorough investigative coverage, including a massive 
story in the New York Times Magazine.** 

The Panthers graphically introduced the public to a new vision of 
black politics. Like the leaders of the earlier Civil Rights Movement, 
the Panthers continued to focus on black liberation. Yet, rather than 
appeal for a fair share of the American pie, the Panthers portrayed 
the black community as a colony within America and the police as an 
“army of occupation” from which blacks sought liberation.‘ In their 
view, the racist power structure was the common enemy of all those 
engaged in freedom struggles. 

Newton and Seale were not deeply concerned when the Mulford 
Act passed. They believed that their Sacramento action would loudly 
proclaim the power of their vision to the world and that many young 
blacks would join them. And they were right.*6 

The Sacramento protest attracted a wider movement audience and 
established the Black Panther Party as a new model for political strug- 
gle. Soon students at San Francisco State College and the University 
of California, Berkeley flocked to Panther rallies by the thousands. 
Countless numbers of young blacks—looking for a way to join the 
“Movement,” or just to channel their anger at the oppressive condi- 
tions in which they lived—now had a political organization they could 
call their own. Twenty-two-year-old Billy John Carr, once a star athlete 
at Berkeley High School who now constantly struggled to support his 
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wife and child, joined the Party immediately after the Sacramento pro- 
test. He explained his decision to the New York Times: “As far as Pm 
concerned it’s beautiful that we finally got an organization that don’t 
walk around singing. Pm not for all this talking stuff. When things 
start happening I’ll be ready to die if that’s necessary and it’s important 
that we have somebody around to organize us.”*” 

The Panthers knew that they were on to something historically sig- 
nificant. They could feel themselves becoming a viable model for black 
liberation. Emory Douglas recalled, “It was like being a part of a move- 
ment you had seen on TV, and now being able to share and participate 
in that movement... it brought a sense of pride.”48 George Dowell, 
who had joined in the Sacramento action, explained later to a reporter: 


We are tired of police brutality. We want something done about it. If they 
won’t do something we will. I know going to the Capitol was a big step and 
the Panthers made the first step. If we hadn’t done that first step our people 
would still be wishing. The Panthers took the first [step] in my brother’s 
investigation and [were] the first to show the world that black people need 
protection and that we never had it. That’s why we are arming to protect 
ourselves. We are just tired of living like this. We want freedom now. I hope 
it won’t come to bloodshed but if it does and if I die, Pll know I did my part. 
That’s a good feeling because up till now there haven’t been too many men 
or women that could say that.*? 


By the end of May, the Black Panther Party had a burgeoning member- 
ship dedicated to a revolutionary program. And yet the tactic Newton 
and Seale used to build the organization had been outlawed. 


PART TWO 


Baptism in Blood 


The master’s room was wide open. The master’s room was 
brilliantly lighted, and the master was there, very calm... 
and our people stopped dead . . . it was the master... I went 
in. “It’s you,” he said, very calm. It was I, even I, and I told 
him so, the good slave, the faithful slave, the slave of slaves, 
and suddenly his eyes were like two cockroaches, frightened 
in the rainy season... I struck, and the blood spurted; that 
is the only baptism that I remember today. 


—Aimé Césaire excerpted in Frantz Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 
Black Panther Party booklist 
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The Correct Handling of 
a Revolution 


The Black Panther leadership found itself in a most ironic situation 
after Sacramento. On the strength of their tactic of policing the police, 
the Panthers had thrust themselves into the center of the movement 
debate about how to define Black Power and what direction the Black 
Liberation Struggle should take now that the civil rights insurgency 
had run its course. At the same time, the tactics so key to the Pan- 
ther’s effectiveness had been taken from them. How would the Black 
Panthers continue to mobilize the “brothers on the block” without the 
legal option of publicly arming themselves? And how would they pay 
for their mounting legal costs, such as the bail payments and lawyers’ 
fees stemming from the Sacramento incident? 

In the summer of 1967, this problem kept Newton up at night, pos- 
ing both a political puzzle and a personal dilemma. How would he 
respond if a police officer attempted to abuse or brutalize him? Before 
California enacted the Mulford Act and restricted the Black Panther 
Party’s right to bear arms in public, the response had been clear. On 
countless occasions, Newton had pulled out his law book and insisted, 
by section and point, that he be accorded his full legal rights under the 
law. When an officer refused to accord him these rights, he made it 
clear that he would accept an arrest peacefully but that he would take 
the officer to court for false arrest. But if an officer attempted to go 
outside the law and abuse or brutalize him in any way, Newton was 
armed, as was his legal right, and he made it clear that he would not 
hesitate to use his weapon in self-defense. 
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In all of the Black Panther Party’s confrontations with police, not a 
single shot had been fired. But now that this tactic had been outlawed, 
what would Newton do—what would a Panther do? 


THE LEGITIMATE REPRESENTATIVES OF THE BLACK COMMUNITY 


In the summer months of 1967 following the Sacramento action, Huey 
Newton published a series of essays in the Black Panther newspaper in 
which he explored ways to transcend the tactic of legally armed patrols 
of police. In “Fear and Doubt,” “The Functional Definition of Politics,” 
“In Defense of Self-Defense” (a two-part essay), and “The Correct Han- 
dling of a Revolution,” he articulates a new politics. Drawing upon the 
writings of Malcolm X, Mao Zedong, and the psychiatrist Frantz Fanon, 
who participated in the Algerian revolution, Newton expands on the Rev- 
olutionary Action Movement’s identification of the black community as a 
colony within the American empire. He links both the conditions and the 
struggle for liberation in the black community to anticolonial struggles 
around the world, not only in Africa but also in Vietnam and elsewhere. 

From there, Newton departs from RAM, seeking to define a politics 
that, like the tactic of legally armed patrols of police, would speak to 
and mobilize the “brothers on the block.” He develops his argument 
in four parts, first applying Frantz Fanon’s theory of the psychology of 
colonization and liberation struggle to the ghettos of the United States, 
then extending the analogy to identify the police as an occupying force, 
interpreting U.S urban riots as protopolitical resistance to this occupa- 
tion, and asserting the role of the Black Panther Party as the legitimate 
representative of the black community—the vanguard party—in the 
struggle for Black Power. 

Newton lays out the first part of his argument in “Fear and Doubt,” 
where he analyzes the psychological dimensions of ghettoization, spe- 
cifically on black men. He applies the theory developed by Fanon dur- 
ing the Algerian Revolution to the concrete and particular experience 
of blackness in the American ghetto in the mid-1960s, analyzing how 
black men experience ghetto life.! The essay describes the way in which 
society denies black men their humanity. Yet, Newton writes, the black 
man blames himself for his inferior position in society, finding him- 
self in a double bind. On the one hand, he believes he is inherently 
inferior, that he lacks the “innate ability” to advance himself. On the 
other hand, he wants to believe that he is not innately inferior but then 
blames himself for being lethargic and not trying hard enough. “Society 
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responds to him as a thing, beast, nonentity, something to be ignored 
or stepped on. He is asked to respect laws that do not respect him. He 
is asked to digest a code of ethics that act upon him but not for him. He 
is confused and in a constant state of rage, of shame and doubt. This 
psychological set permeates all his interpersonal relationships.” This 
dynamic permeates all aspects of black men’s lives in America, Newton 
says, from processing their hair to pursuing fancy cars, from attending 
ghetto schools to being unemployed and fathering illegitimate children 
in an attempt to demonstrate masculinity. 

While a number of Black Power organizations at the time were 
reading Fanon and interpreting the psychological dimensions of racial 
oppression in the United States, Newton’s innovation is to focus on 
the police as a brutal and illegitimate occupying force, the immedi- 
ate barrier to self-determination. In this second part of his argument, 
presented in “The Functional Definition of Politics,” Newton writes, 
“Because black people desire to determine their own destiny, they are 
constantly inflicted with brutality from the occupying army, embodied 
in the police department. There is a great similarity between the occu- 
pying army in Southeast Asia and the occupation of our communities 
by the racist police. The armies are there not to protect the people of 
South Vietnam, but to brutalize and oppress them for the interests of 
the selfish imperial power.”? 

By this time, the Panthers were no longer using the law to monitor 
the police and bear arms in self-defense; these tactics had been out- 
lawed. Now, Newton seeks to take the issue of police abuse of power 
to a broader political level. He identifies the police as representatives of 
the oppressive imperial power, an occupying force with no legitimate 
role in the black community. 

In the third part of his argument for a new politics, Newton iden- 
tifies the urban riots, such as the rebellion in Watts, as protopolitical 
resistance to this occupation and proposes that by arming and orga- 
nizing the ghetto, black people can obtain power, channeling these 
protopolitics into an organized military force. In “In Defense of Self- 
Defense,” he writes, 


We are continuing to function in petty, futile ways, divided, confused, 
fighting among ourselves, we are still in the elementary stage of throwing 
rocks, sticks, empty wine bottles and beer cans at racist cops who lie in wait 
for a chance to murder unarmed Black people. The racist cops have worked 
out a system for suppressing these spontaneous rebellions that flare up from 
the anger, frustration, and desperation of the masses of black people. We 
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can no longer afford the dubious luxury of the terrible casualties wantonly 
inflicted upon us by the cops during these spontaneous rebellions. ... We 
must organize and unite to combat by long resistance the brutal force used 
against us daily, the power structure depends upon the use of force without 
retaliation. ... There is a world of difference between 30 million unarmed, 
submissive black people and 30 million black people armed with freedom 
and defense guns and the strategic methods of liberation.’ 


This argument marks a critical step in Newton’s thinking. Here he does 
not simply pinpoint the juncture of conflict between the police and 
the ghettos, but he identifies the riots as a protopolitical resistance to, 
and rebellion against, this colonial relationship. Yet unlike many Black 
Power advocates, Newton does not celebrate the riots. He argues that 
they represent an infantile approach, an unsophisticated spontaneous 
reaction incapable of meeting the interests and needs from which they 
arise. In his essay, Newton elaborates on this rebellious protopolitics. 
No longer able to pursue the tactic of policing the police legally, he 
argues for expressing these riotous tendencies of political resistance by 
arming and organizing Black America into a coherent military force. 

Newton points out that military and political power are inextrica- 
bly linked: without military power, there can be no political power. 
“Politics is war without bloodshed,” and “war is politics with blood- 
shed.” He criticizes black politics as toothless and thus powerless. Only 
by developing a force with real destructive capacity can black people 
obtain political power: 


When black people send a representative, he is somewhat absurd because he 
represents no political power. He does not represent land power because we 
do not own any land. He does not represent economic or industrial power 
because black people do not own the means of production. The only way 
he can become political is to represent what is commonly called a military 
power—which the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense calls Self-Defense 
Power. Black People can develop Self-Defense Power by arming themselves 
from house to house, block to block, community to community, through- 
out the nation. Then we will choose a political representative and he will 
state to the power structure the desires of the black masses. If the desires 
are not met, the power structure will receive a political consequence. We 
will make it economically nonprofitable for the power structure to go on 
with its oppressive ways. We will then negotiate as equals. There will be a 
balance between the people who are economically powerful and the people 
who are potentially economically destructive.* 


Finally, in an essay written in late July, less than three months after 
the Black Panther action in Sacramento, Newton asserts the role of the 


The Correct Handling of a Revolution | 69 


Black Panther Party for Self-Defense as a vanguard party, the legiti- 
mate representative of the black community in its struggle for Black 
Power. He adapts this idea from RAM and, indirectly, from Mao and 
the Chinese revolution. But RAM had tried to assume this key role 
as an underground organization and had not succeeded in making its 
theory the basis for widespread politics. Newton, in exploring how to 
turn the riotous energy of the ghetto into an organized military—and 
thus political—force, departs from RAM and articulates a concept of 
a vanguard party with the practical capacity to build Black Power in 
the United States. In his seminal essay “On the Correct Handling of a 
Revolution,” he writes, 


The Vanguard Party must provide leadership for the people. It must teach 
the correct strategic methods of prolonged resistance through literature and 
activities. If the activities of the party are respected by the people, the people 
will follow the example. This is the primary job of the party. . .. When the 
people learn that it is no longer advantageous for them to resist by going to 
the streets in large numbers, and when they see the advantage in the activi- 
ties of the guerilla warfare method, they will quickly follow this example. 
But first, they must respect the party which is transmitting this message. . . . 
The vanguard party is never underground in the beginning of its existence, 
because this would limit its effectiveness and educational process. How can 
you teach a people if the people do not know and respect you?? 


In this way, Newton was able to reinvent the politics of armed self- 
defense after the passage of the Mulford Act. He believed that black 
people were ready to fight the police. By organizing this capacity for 
armed resistance, he sought to build political power and gain lever- 
age to redress the wrongs against black people and meet their needs. 
At least at the beginning, Newton sought to organize this capacity for 
armed resistance aboveground—that is, legally. 

Newton’s conception of the vanguard party was important because 
of the way he envisioned the party’s relationship to the people. He did 
not simply want to educate the people but also saw the importance of 
winning their respect. While approvingly citing Mao Zedong’s dictum 
that “power grows out of the barrel of a gun,” Newton understood that 
the respect and loyalty of the community were about much more than 
that. He knew that the black community would look to and respect the 
Black Panther Party only if the people believed that the Party’s main 
concern was their needs and interests. 

Thus Newton sought not only to organize the rage of the ghetto 
into a military force but also to assert its role in the vanguard of Black 
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Power by championing solutions to the pressing needs of the black com- 
munity: decent housing, employment, education, and freedom. Starting 
with the second issue of the Black Panther, on May 15, 1967 (less than 
two weeks after the Sacramento incident), every one of the newspaper’s 
537 issues contained the Party’s ten-point platform and program, titled 
“What We Want Now! What We Believe,” which emphasized the Party’s 
commitment to advancing a revolution that addressed the needs and 
interests of the black community. 

The platform and program emphasized the nationalist character of 
the Party as a steward of black people’s interests. The Party was not 
just about armed action; it was the legitimate voice of black people, and 
as such, it intended to take care of the broad range of the communi- 
ty’s needs. The platform drew heavily from the ten-point platform that 
Malcolm X crafted for Elijah Muhammad’s Nation of Islam, published 
in August 1963. However, it emulated Malcolm X’s nationalism with- 
out the Islamic flavor. For example, Malcolm X’s ten-point program 
included the following points under “What the Muslims Want”: 


[1.] We want freedom. We want a full and complete freedom... . [4.] We 
want territory to] establish a separate state. [5.] We want freedom for all 
Believers of Islam now held in federal prisons. We want freedom for all black 
men and women now under death sentence in innumerable prisons in the 
North as well as the South. [6.] We want an immediate end to the police bru- 
tality and mob attacks against the so-called Negro throughout the United 
States. [7.] We demand not only equal justice under the laws of the United 
States, but equal employment opportunities—NOW! [8.] We want the gov- 
ernment of the United States to exempt our people from ALL taxation as 
long as we are deprived of equal justice under the laws of the land. [9.] We 
want all black children educated, taught and trained by their own teachers.” 


Using this program as a model, the Black Panthers developed their 
famous Ten Point Program. Most previous accounts present a version 
written in October 1968 as the original and claim it was first distrib- 
uted in October 1966, but that is incorrect. The Black Panther Party’s 
original Ten Point Program, first publicized in May 1967, read: 


WHAT WE WANT NOW! WHAT WE BELIEVE 


To those poor souls who don’t know Black history, the beliefs and desires of 
the Black Panther Party for Self Defense may seem unreasonable. To Black 
people, the ten points covered are absolutely essential to survival. We have 
listened to the riot producing words “these things take time” for 400 years. 
The Black Panther Party knows what Black people want and need. Black 
unity and self defense will make these demands a reality. 
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WHAT WE WANT 


I. 


We want freedom. We want power to determine the destiny of our 
Black community. 


. We want full employment for our people. 


3. We want an end to the robbery by the White man of our Black 


community. 


. We want decent housing, fit for shelter [of] human beings. 


5. We want education for our people that exposes the true nature of 


this decadent American society. We want education that teaches us 
our true history and our role in the present day society. 


. We want all Black men to be exempt from military service. 


7. We want an immediate end to police brutality and murder of Black 


IO. 


people. 


. We want freedom for all Black men held in federal, state, county, 


and city prisons and jails. 


. We want all Black people when brought to trial to be tried in court 


by a jury of their peer group or people from their Black communities. 
As defined by the constitution of the United States. 


We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace. 


WHAT WE BELIEVE 


I. 


We believe that Black people will not be free until we are able to 
determine our destiny. 


. We believe that the federal government is responsible and obligated 


to give every man employment or a guaranteed income. We believe 
that if the White American business men will not give full employment, 
then the means of production should be taken from the business men 
and placed in the community so that the people of the community 

can organize and employ all of its people and give a high standard 

of living. 


. We believe that this racist government has robbed us and now we 


are demanding the overdue debt of forty acres and two mules. Forty 
acres and two mules was promised 100 years ago as retribution for 
slave labor and mass murder of Black people. We will accept the pay- 
ment in currency which will be distributed to our many communi- 
ties: the Germans are now aiding the Jews in Israel for the genocide 
of the Jewish people. The Germans murdered 6,000,000 Jews. The 
American racist has taken part in the slaughter of over 50,000,000 
Black people; therefore, we feel that this is a modest demand that 

we make. 


. We believe that if the White landlords will not give decent housing 


to our Black community, then the housing and the land should be 
made into cooperatives so that our community, with government aid, 
can build and make decent housing for its people. 
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. We believe in an educational system that will give to our people a 


knowledge of self. If a man does not have knowledge of himself and 
his position in society and the world, then he has little chance to relate 
to anything else. 


. We believe that Black people should not be forced to fight in the mil- 


itary service to defend a racist government that does not protect us. 
We will not fight and kill other people of color in the world who, like 
Black people, are being victimized by the White racist government of 
America. We will protect ourselves from the force and violence of the 
racist police and the racist military, by whatever means necessary. 


. We believe we can end police brutality in our Black community by 


organizing Black self defense groups that are dedicated to defending 
our Black community from racist police oppression and brutality. The 
Second Amendment of the Constitution of the United States gives us 
a right to bear arms. We therefore believe that all Black people should 
arm themselves for self defense. 


. We believe that all Black people should be released from the many jails 


and prisons because they have not received a fair and impartial trial. 


. We believe that the courts should follow the United States Constitution 


so that Black people will receive fair trials. The 14th amendment of the 
U.S. Constitution gives a man a right to be tried by his peer group. A 
peer is a person from a similar economic, social, religious, geographi- 
cal, environmental, historical and racial background. To do this the 
court will be forced to select a jury from the Black community from 
which the Black defendant came. We have been, and are being tried 

by all White juries that have no understanding of the “average reason- 
ing man” of the Black community. 


When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one 
people to dissolve the political bonds which have connected them with 
another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate 
and equal station to which the laws of nature and nature’s god enti- 
tle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that 
they should declare the causes which impel them to separation. We 
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights, 
that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That 
to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriv- 
ing their just powers from the consent of the governed, —that when- 
ever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the right of people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new gov- 
ernment, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its 
powers in such form as to them shall seem most likely to effect their 
safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments 
long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; 
and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more 
disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves 
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by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a 
long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it 
is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such government, and to 
provide new guards for their future security.® 


Above the Ten Point Program, under the headline “Minister of 
Defense,” the Black Panther carried a photo of Huey that serves to 
announce to the world that the vanguard of Black Power had arrived. 
In the photo, Huey is seated and facing the camera. His forehead, nose, 
and left cheekbone are well illuminated, whereas the right side of his 
face is obscured in shadow, capped by the trademark black beret tilted 
at a precise angle to cover the top of his right ear. His slacks, shoes, 
and leather jacket are also black, his pressed shirt light colored—the 
standard Black Panther uniform. He sits comfortably but alert, his 
feet positioned, ready to stand. Behind him is the ornate fan of the 
wicker throne in which he sits. A handful of live ammunition sits in a 
small pile on the ground near the butt of the rifle he holds in his right 
hand. Like the zebra-skin rugs on the floor and the two shields behind 
him, the tall black spear in his left hand suggests Africa. The photo 
announces Huey as leader and defender of the black colony in the white 
motherland America. 


ENGAGING THE LEFT 


Beyond rethinking the political ideology of the Party, during the sum- 
mer of 1967, the Black Panthers forged important new relations with 
the broader Left. Newton was both an intellectual and a man of action. 
He could analyze the precise emotional dynamics in a confrontation 
with the police and know just how to push and how far. He could see 
the implications of his actions in the moment while considering their 
potential for broad political resonance. But he was not much of a pub- 
lic relations man. He had a high-pitched voice and hated public speak- 
ing. And he was too intensely focused on the crux of the issue to worry 
about advertising. Newton could envision and take exemplary action, 
but he was not particularly talented at broadcasting these actions to 
the world. Bobby Seale was a much more skillful public speaker, and 
a true organizational craftsman, keeping the Party running day to 
day. Seale proved time and again, as he had in Sacramento, that he 
had great integrity and could stand up without wavering in the face of 
intense pressure. But he was not much of a public relations man either. 
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Newton’s vanguard politics called for putting the Party front and cen- 
ter in the public eye. In the summer of 1967, Eldridge Cleaver turned 
out to have just the flamboyant edge the Party needed. 

After Sacramento, the Panthers faced the legal challenges of raising 
bail and hiring lawyers. Such challenges had been an important part 
of the daily work of the earlier insurgent Civil Rights Movement and 
were not unfamiliar to the Panthers. But until this point, legal chal- 
lenges had been only a peripheral concern of the Black Panther Party 
for Self-Defense. Now, facing the courts became central. Although it 
was perfectly legal for the Panthers to enter the state capitol bearing 
arms, a fact that the state police acknowledged at the time, officials 
later charged members of the Black Panther delegation with “conspir- 
acy to disrupt the assembly,” a felony. 


Eldridge and Beverly 


Eldridge Cleaver was among those arrested with the Black Panther en- 
tourage in Sacramento. In the months following the Sacramento action, 
the Panthers’ newfound fame allowed Cleaver to draw upon his con- 
nections with Ramparts and the broader Left to raise money to help the 
Party pay its legal bills stemming from Sacramento. 

Leroy Eldridge Cleaver was born on August 31, 1935, in Wabbaseka, 
Arkansas, the son of Leroy Cleaver, a waiter and nightclub piano 
player, and Thelma Hattie Robinson Cleaver, an elementary school 
teacher.? Like many black families from the South, Cleaver’s family 
had migrated west for work during World War II. The Cleavers settled 
in Los Angeles, where Cleaver soon became involved in petty crime. 
He went to jail several times, and in 1954, at the age of nineteen, was 
sent to Soledad State Prison as an adult for two and a half years for 
possession of marijuana. The Civil Rights Movement was heating up 
then, and Cleaver became politicized, spending an increasing amount 
of time with a group of black inmates who “were in vociferous rebel- 
lion against what we perceived as a continuation of slavery.” !° 

Unmarried, Cleaver was denied conjugal visits and soon became 
lonely and thought often of women. “In prison,” Cleaver later wrote, 
“those things withheld from and denied to the prisoner become pre- 
cisely what he wants most of all.” He tore a photo of a woman out of 
Esquire magazine and pinned it to the wall of his cell, deciding that 
this was his bride and that he would fall in love and lavish all his affec- 
tions on her. One day he returned to his cell to find the picture torn 
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from the wall by a guard and the pieces dumped in the toilet. When he 
confronted the guard, the guard said, “Get yourself a colored girl for a 
pinup—no white women—and Pl let her stay up.” 1! 

Soon after the incident, Cleaver heard the news about the murder of 
Emmett Till. In 1955, Till, a black fourteen-year-old from Chicago vis- 
iting relatives in Mississippi, whistled at a white woman. That night, 
local whites kidnapped him from his relatives’ house and beat him bru- 
tally. They fastened a large metal fan around his neck with barbed 
wire, shot him in the head, and dumped his mutilated corpse in the 
Tallahatchie River. Witnesses identified the murderers, but the accused 
men were exonerated after only an hour of deliberation by an all-white 
male jury. After the case was tried (and could not be appealed), the 
murderers publicly confessed that they had killed Till for flirting with 
a white woman.” 

Cleaver came across a picture of the white woman that Till had flirted 
with in a magazine and found her attractive. He saw himself in Till’s 
shoes, and it distressed him. “It intensified my frustrations,” Cleaver 
later explained, “to know that I was indoctrinated to see the white 
woman as more beautiful and desirable than my own black woman.” 
Cleaver’s emotional turmoil about his attraction to white women was 
not unusual. While white men often took liberties with black women, 
a black man who flirted even mildly with a white woman was consid- 
ered to be making the gravest violation of white supremacy, one that 
was all too often punished by death. In this context, it is not surprising 
that many black men associated a sexual desire for white women with 
a desire to be recognized as human and free. 

Fanon graphically described the psychological dimensions of this 
type of desire: 


Out of the blackest part of my soul, across the zebra striping of my mind, 
surges this desire to be suddenly white. I wish to be acknowledged not as 
black but as white. Now . . . who but a white woman can do this for me? By 
loving me she proves that Iam worthy of white love. I am loved like a white 
man. lama white man. Her love takes me onto the noble road that leads to 
total realization. ... I marry white culture, white beauty, white whiteness. 
When my restless hands caress those white breasts, they grasp white civili- 
zation and dignity and make them mine.'? 


Cleaver’s confrontation with the guard and his attraction to the 
white woman in the Till case shook him to the core and sent him in 
search of answers. He had many conversations with other inmates and 
studied books such as Richard Wright’s Native Son. Through further 
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studies, Cleaver earned his high school diploma—reading Karl Marx, 
Rousseau, Thomas Paine, Voltaire, W.E.B. Du Bois, Bakunin, Lenin, 
and Machiavelli—before his release in 1957.'* 

But Cleaver was still in turmoil, and within less than a year, he was 
arrested again, this time for assault with intent to kill. He was sen- 
tenced to two to fourteen years in prison. At this point, he turned to 
the Nation of Islam and also began to write." Eight years later, he 
was still in prison, and still writing, but the mood of the country had 
changed. The Civil Rights Movement had fought Jim Crow and won. 
The antiwar movement was building. When Cleaver’s hero Malcolm X 
was assassinated in 1965, he swore to take up Malcolm X’s fight. He 
committed himself to the struggle for the liberation of black people and 
to the strengthening of the association that Malcolm X had founded 
shortly before his death—the Organization of Afro-American Unity. 

From prison, Cleaver began writing letters to progressive lawyers 
he saw mentioned in the newspaper in hopes of finding legal support. 
In an issue of the Sun Reporter, a black community newspaper in San 
Francisco, Cleaver came across a story about Beverly Axelrod, a young 
white civil rights lawyer. The story featured a photo of Axelrod with 
one of her clients, a large black man who participated in 1964 protests 
on Cadillac Row to win black employment. Cleaver learned everything 
he could about Axelrod and then wrote her a letter calculated to win 
her support. It did.'® Axelrod visited Cleaver several times, and the two 
began to exchange letters. Soon their letters became romantic." 

In his letters to Beverly, Eldridge wrote of the sense of hope and 
humanity that he found in her affection. But he also expressed a raw- 
ness, a lack of apology. As he wrote, he seemed to take off the mask 
obscuring his true identity. Finding legitimate love and support from 
a white woman seemed to confirm his humanity. He no longer had 
to play at being timid or to make himself appear insignificant in the 
world: 


I was 22 when I came to prison and of course I have changed tremendously 
over the years. But I always had a strong sense of myself and in the last few 
years I felt I was losing my identity. There was a deadness in my body that 
eluded me, as though I could not exactly locate its site... . since encoun- 
tering you, I feel life strength flowing back into that spot. ...I may even 
swagger a little, and, as I read in a book somewhere, “push myself forward 
like a train.” 


NOW TURN THE RECORD OVER AND PLAY THE OTHER SIDE 
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I have tried to mislead you. I am not humble at all. I have no humility and 
I do not fear you in the least. If I pretend to be shy, if I appear to hesitate, 
it is only a sham to deceive. By playing the humble part, I sucker my fellow 
men in and seduce them of their trust. And then, if it suits my advantage, 
I lower the boom—mercilessly. I lied when I stated that I had no sense of 
myself. . . . My vanity is as vast as the scope of a dream, my heart is that of 
a tyrant, my arm is the arm of the Executioner. .. . I wish to be the Voice 
of Doom itself. I am angry at the insurgents of Watts. They have pulled the 
covers off me and revealed to all what potential may lie behind my Tom 
Smile.!® 


Beverly responded in kind: 


I know you little and I know you much, but whichever way it goes, I accept 
you. Your manhood comes through in a thousand ways, rare and wonder- 
ful. Pm out in the world, with an infinity of choices. You don’t have to won- 
der if Pm grasping at something because I have no real measuring stick. I 
accept you. 


About the other side of the record: Did you really think I didn’t know? 
Another facet of the crystal might be an apter term. I have a few facets 
myself. I do not fear you, I know you will not hurt me. Your hatred is large, 
but not nearly so vast as you sometimes imagine; it can be used, but it can 
also be soothed and softened.!” 


In this reply, Beverly expresses more than personal love and accep- 
tance. She embraces Cleaver’s humanity, and in doing so, expresses her 
own. She not only accepts Cleaver’s rage, but suggests it can be soft- 
ened. She sees herself as righting the racial wrongs he has suffered. By 
validating his humanity, she is standing up to the racism that denied it. 
Like Cleaver’s, her love is political as well as personal. As a civil rights 
lawyer, she dedicates her life to fighting for justice. In loving Cleaver 
and validating his humanity, she seeks to challenge the social injustices 
that deny him his humanity. 

Eldridge understood that Beverly needed him as much as he needed 
her. He was aware that Beverly wanted to see her love of him as polit- 
ically righteous. He saw their romance as politically transformative 
rather than simply individual, and appealed to Beverly in these terms: 


It is not that we are making each other up and it is not ourselves alone who 
are involved in what is happening to us. It is really a complex movement 
taking place of which we are mere parts. We represent historical forces 
and it is really these forces that are coalescing and moving toward each 
other. And it is not a fraud, forced out of desperation. We live in a disori- 
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ented, deranged social structure, and we have transcended its barriers in 
our own ways and have stepped psychologically outside its madness and 
repressions.7° 


Beverly took a keen interest in Eldridge’s writings, and because prison 
authorities prohibited Cleaver from distributing his essays, she smug- 
gled the manuscripts out of prison, hidden inside legal documents. She 
brought them to Edward Keating, the publisher of Ramparts, who was 
impressed by Cleaver’s work.?! He shared Cleaver’s writings with lumi- 
naries such as Norman Mailer and Norman Podhoretz, who in turn 
praised the work. Amid these successes, Cleaver, still in prison, asked 
Axelrod to marry him.”? By the time Cleaver was released on parole in 
December 1966, having spent nine years in the penitentiary, he had a job 
as a writer at Ramparts, a publisher for his bobok—and a fiancée.*? The 
book, Soul on Ice, a collection of Cleaver’s prison writings, was pub- 
lished in February 1968 and became an instant sensation, selling more 
than a million copies within months and eventually several million.*4 

The mid-1960s in the United States were a time of intense explora- 
tion of questions of race and sexuality. As Jim Crow crumbled, people 
increasingly challenged the boundaries of racial segregation, including 
the powerful taboos against interracial sex. In finding legitimate love 
from Beverly Axelrod, a white woman, Cleaver saw a powerful form of 
redemption: refusing to play Uncle Tom, he was able to be his “terrible” 
true masculine self. In entering into this relationship, Cleaver consid- 
ered himself to be striking a fatal blow to white supremacy. Soul on Ice 
also depicts the relationship as a means for Axelrod to help transform 
society. Not only does she help him find “liberation” in his portrayal, 
she gets to be “a rebel, a revolutionary”—a different kind of white 
woman.” Through her romance with him, Beverly realizes her particu- 
lar humanity, crossing over the line from participating in the oppressive 
system to becoming a revolutionary. More generally, Cleaver’s writings 
suggest that by embracing each other and sharing the commitment to 
destroy the oppressive system, black and white revolutionaries could 
realize their humanity. 

Parts of Soul on Ice are deeply misogynist and sexist—a disturb- 
ing aspect of the text that received insufficient attention amid its ini- 
tial embrace by a primarily masculinist literary establishment. In the 
essay “On Becoming,” Cleaver claimed that after the Till murder, when 
he was back on the street, he had become a rapist, first practicing on 
black women and then repeatedly raping white women “as an insur- 
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rectionary act.” “It delighted me,” wrote Cleaver, “that I was defying 
and trampling upon the white man’s law, upon his system of values, 
and that I was defiling his women.” Upon his return to prison, Cleaver 
wrote, he became deeply ashamed and believed that he had gone astray 
“not so much from the white man’s law as from being human.”*6 While 
it is impossible to measure Cleaver’s sincerity, this is the story with 
which Cleaver presented himself to the world—and the story sold. 

Now a well-known author, Cleaver cultivated a growing coterie of 
Left-Progressive friends and supporters, notably in the Bay Area. Unlike 
most other black nationalist organizations, the Panthers embraced 
cross-racial politics. In practical terms, Cleaver played a crucial role in 
helping the Party forge powerful alliances with nonblack individuals 
and organizations. 

By the time of the action in Sacramento, Cleaver was becoming in- 
creasingly involved in Panther activities. As the Panthers’ needs for legal 
assistance and financial support grew, Cleaver’s connections to Beverly 
Axelrod and Ramparts became increasingly important. Cleaver was 
still on parole and had made a point of attending the Sacramento action 
as a reporter rather than a Party member. At the time of his arrest, he 
was unarmed, carrying only a camera. Still newly out of prison, Cleaver 
now faced a revocation of parole because of his arrest in Sacramento. 
Axelrod represented Cleaver in court, arguing that Cleaver had been 
arrested with the other Panthers only because he was black. To support 
her argument, she pointed out that a black woman from Sacramento 
with no affiliation with the Black Panthers had also been arrested be- 
cause she happened to be black and happened to be in the same place at 
the same time.” The district attorney acknowledged that Cleaver had 
been carrying only a camera and dropped the charges against him.”* 


The Black Panther 


As the Panthers reached out to communicate with members, recruit 
new members, and garner support and funds for their cause, they 
developed the Black Panther newspaper as a key tool of their revolu- 
tion. Cleaver’s connections were very helpful in this endeavor. From the 
start, the newspaper served as a unique and dynamic voice of the Black 
Liberation Struggle. Rank-and-file Black Panthers did most of the work 
on the paper, including the writing and layout. But especially in the 
newspaper’s early period, Cleaver’s friends provided critical technical 
support, helping with editing and publishing. 
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Three days after the Sacramento action, Huey and Bobby began to 
work with Cleaver on the second issue of the Party’s paper, which would 
be its first full-format edition.”? They laid out the paper at Beverly Axel- 
rod’s house in San Francisco. The cover included a postcard that Bev- 
erly contributed featuring a woodblock picture of a fat pig with the 
headline, “Support Your Local Police.” Eldridge and Barbara Arthur, 
an undergraduate at the University of California, wrote articles, and 
the Panthers called in a radical white photographer who brought over 
his cameras and tripods to take the pictures for the issue. For the photo 
shoots, Eldridge brought in the zebra-skin rug, rattan chair, and Afri- 
can shields and composed the famous picture of Huey Newton on his 
wicker throne. The photographer also shot an unidentified Black Pan- 
ther woman ina similar scene. She stands in striking profile with a hood 
covering most of her face, a heavy rifle grasped in her right hand.*° 


Campus Rallies 


The Panthers also reached out to students on college campuses. As 
soon as Bobby Seale was released on bail from the arrest in Sacra- 
mento, Peter Camejo of the Young Socialist Alliance at the University 
of California, Berkeley, scheduled an event on campus to set the record 
straight about the Black Panther Party’s political positions.*! Twelve 
Panthers came to campus on May 10, 1967, and Bobby Seale was the 
featured speaker. Seale asked, “Why don’t cops who patrol our com- 
munity live in our community? I don’t think there would be so much 
police brutality if they had to go and sleep there.” The audience of 
several thousand, composed mostly of white students, clapped loudly. 
Seale emphasized that the Black Panther Party was not racist. “You’ve 
been told that the Black Panthers... make no bones about hating 
whites,” said Seale. “That’s a bare-faced lie. We don’t hate nobody 
because of color. We hate oppression.” 32 

Seale explained the Panther’s anticolonialist politics: “We’re going 
to arm ourselves and protect ourselves from white racist cops. White 
cops are occupying our community like foreign troops. They’re there to 
hurt us and brutalize us, and we got to arm ourselves because they’re 
shooting us up already.” Barbara Arthur, a fellow student of many of 
those in the crowd, announced, “I represent the women’s department of 
the Party. We believe that an education system which still teaches and 
preaches that white is right, black is wrong” is itself wrong. Reminding 
the students about the Denzil Dowell case, she added, “[When] black 


The Correct Handling of a Revolution | 81 


men are armed, racist cops are going to take a second thought before 
harassing a black man.” 33 

On Friday, May 5, the Black Panthers held a rally at San Francisco 
State College to raise bail money for the Sacramento arrestees, draw- 
ing heavily on support from the burgeoning Black Power Left. Cleaver’s 
friend and renowned black nationalist poet LeRoi Jones (soon known 
as Amiri Baraka) was the keynote speaker. He praised the Black Pan- 
thers while calling the police “killers” and President Johnson a “mass 
murderer.” Jones urged black people to arm themselves: “You’d better 
get yourself a gun if you want to survive the white man’s wrath. Those 
white policemen aren’t here to protect you, they’re here to kill you.” 
Playwright Ed Bullins also spoke and called black people a “captive 
nation.” 34 


Setting the Terms of White Support 


On May 3, the day after the Sacramento action, Newton went 
on the radio and made a plea for bail support. The Panthers needed 
$5,000, ro percent of the $50,000 bail, to get the Party members back 
on the street.** The Party had to compete for funds with other Black 
Power and left-wing organizations. As the Black Panthers sought to 
attract support from the broader universe of left-wing activists, largely 
through Cleaver’s networks, they also strove to define the character 
of these relationships. The Panthers’ reach was expanding rapidly. 
Radical groups lined up to help the Black Panthers with their legal 
defense, including the Ramparts-affiliated Community for a New Poli- 
tics (CNP), the Communist Party, and the Socialist Workers Party.*° 
Representatives of these groups—including Roscoe Proctor, a black 
member of the Communist Party; Peter Camejo and Bob Himmel from 
the Socialist Workers Party; and Bob Avakian from the CNP—formed 
the Black Panther Legal Defense Committee and assisted in the defense 
of the Black Panthers arrested in Sacramento. By mid-July, however, the 
committee had fallen apart. Avakian, who worked as a researcher at 
Ramparts, continued to work with the Party. But as the Legal Defense 
Committee fell apart, the Black Panthers cut off formal ties with the 
Communist Party and the Socialist Workers Party, publicly condemn- 
ing the patronizing attitudes of some on the white Left. 

Eldridge Cleaver wrote a scathing critique in the Panther newspaper 
titled “White ‘Mother Country’ Radicals.” In the article, Cleaver noted 
that whites had historically played an important role in black indepen- 
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dence struggles internationally, particularly in supplying guns, money, 
and information. He argued that white radicals in America, however, 
had failed to live up to this standard, instead acting as if they “are the 
smartest” and attempting to dominate Black Power politics. Cleaver 
then defined the kind of relationship the Black Panther Party sought 
with radical whites—one in which they would offer material contri- 
butions, information, and skills. Reflecting the black demand for self- 
determination dating back at least to the nineteenth-century roots of 
the Black Liberation Struggle, Cleaver explained that whites must learn 
to listen to blacks and follow black leadership. Whites would not be 
allowed to run the show in the Party; their role had to be subordi- 
nate. The Black Panthers intended to direct their own Party. The Party 
lauded Bob Avakian as an acceptable voice of radical White America, 
perhaps because of his supportive role in the Legal Defense Committee. 
The Black Panther published an article by Avakian echoing Cleaver’s 
critique, endorsing the idea that white radicals in America had a duty 
to support the black revolution. The paper also contained photos of 
Avakian posing with a pistol.3” 


LONG HOT SUMMER 


More than any other group at the time, the Black Panther Party was 
highly attuned to the wave of ghetto rebellions. Following Sacramento, 
as envisioned in Newton’s theoretical writings, the Panthers sought to 
position their Party as the vanguard of this black revolt, aiming to 
shape its raw energy into a powerful, organized, revolutionary force. In 
mid-June 1967, Bobby Seale published an article about the urban rebel- 
lions in the Black Panther called “The Coming Long Hot Summer.” 
Seale predicted that the rebellions would expand explosively, creating 
the impetus for a black revolution: 


Since July 18, 1964, the Harlem “riots,” there have been some fifty rebel- 
lions in the black communities throughout the nation. These fifty rebellions 
include the most recent rebellions of black people that have occurred within 
the last few weeks, some ten or fifteen. If one would look closely, and check 
this three year history, he will find that in damn near every rebellion a racist 
cop was involved in the starting of that rebellion. And these same pig cops, 
under orders from the racist government, will probably cause 50 or more 
rebellions to occur the rest of this year alone, by inflicting brutality or mur- 
dering some black person within the confines of one of our black commu- 
nities. Black people will defend themselves at all costs. They will learn the 
correct tactics to use in dealing with the racist cops... . The racist military 
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police force occupies our community just like the foreign American troops 
in Vietnam. But to inform you dog racists controlling this rotten govern- 
ment and for you to let your pig cops know you ain’t just causing a “long 
hot summer”, you’re causing a Black Revolution.** 


In the summer of 1967, the wave of rebellion did in fact swell. 
Through the early summer, most local rebellions were small, like the 
Hunters Point riot in San Francisco in response to the killing of Mat- 
thew Johnson by police the previous year. None had anything like the 
scope or destructive capacity of the Watts rebellion in 1965. Yet in 
black communities throughout the country, small rebellions continued 
to erupt, often triggered by incidents of police brutality. Then came 
Newark, and Detroit. 


Newark 


In 1967, the black community in Newark, New Jersey, was emblematic 
of the ghetto isolation and containment from which rebellions grew. At 
that time, Newark was the thirtieth largest city in the United States, 
with a population of four hundred thousand. As blacks migrated to 
Newark in the late 1950s and early 1960s, whites deserted the city; in 
1960, Newark was still 65 percent white, but by 1967, it was more than 
52 percent black and ro percent Cuban and Puerto Rican. Yet whites 
maintained near-total political control. From Mayor Hugh Addonizio 
to seven of nine city council representatives and seven of nine board 
of education members, the city leadership was almost entirely white. 
Whites also dominated the city commissions. The police were almost 
all Italian American. Almost all of those the police arrested, though, 
were black. Tensions between the black community and the police had 
escalated to the point that the mayor had handed over responsibility 
for investigating charges of police brutality to the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation. The FBI heard only cases that involved a violation of fed- 
eral civil rights. While apparently taking the mayor off the hot seat, 
this move effectively shut down all channels for redress. 

Very few black families, fewer than 13 percent, owned their own 
homes. Black residents had minimal access to education. Newark’s per 
capita expenditures on education were significantly lower than those 
in the surrounding areas, and 70 percent of the children in the Newark 
public school system were black. Almost half of Newark’s black chil- 
dren did not finish high school. In 1960, more than half of the city’s 
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adult blacks had less than an eighth-grade education, and 12 percent 
were unemployed. Newark had the highest rates of crime, venereal dis- 
ease, substandard housing, maternal mortality, and tuberculosis in the 
country.’ Organized crime was rampant. Most people convicted of 
crimes were black, and the majority of the victims were also black. Like 
the city government, organized crime—the operation, the money and 
power—was run by Italian Americans. 

On Wednesday July 12, three weeks after the publication of Bobby 
Seale’s article predicting a spread of urban rebellions, John Smith, 
a black cab driver, was pulled over by Newark police officers John 
DeSimone and Vito Pontrelli.4° Just across the street from the police 
station, residents from the high-rise towers of the Reverend William 
P. Hayes Public Housing Projects watched as the policemen dragged 
Smith, apparently beaten too badly to walk, across the pavement and 
into the station. By 10:00 p.M., a crowd had gathered outside the police 
station, mostly comprised of housing project residents and cab drivers, 
who had been notified over their radios. 

The police and “community leaders” asked the crowd to disperse. 
Then someone lit a match. In a small arc, two glass bottles full of liquid 
capped with burning rags passed over the crowd. Shattering against the 
wall of the police station, the Molotov cocktails burst into balls of flame. 
Frenzied police officers scrambled out of the station. Local officials from 
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) tried to calm the crowd and 
persuade people to march to city hall, but some in the crowd hurled 
stones and later broke the windows of several liquor stores and set a car 
on fire. The police put on riot helmets and moved to disperse the crowd. 

The next day, representatives of a variety of Black Power groups met 
to discuss what to do about the clashes with police. They decided to 
call a “police brutality protest rally” for early that evening in front of 
the Fourth Precinct Station. The media started to gather. At 7:00 P.M., 
James Threatt, the black director of the Human Rights Commission 
announced that the mayor had decided to form a citizens committee 
to investigate the Smith incident and that a black policeman was being 
promoted to the rank of captain. Someone shouted “Black Power!” and 
people started to throw rocks. 

Police moved to disperse the crowd, which began looting and setting 
more fires. There were not enough officers to contain the rebellion, so 
the police concentrated on a two-mile stretch of the commercial district 
on Springfield Avenue. The rebellion grew. The mayor called in help 
from the state police and the National Guard. 
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Law enforcement did a lot of shooting during the weekend. They 
shot looters and also fired at random into crowds, hitting uninvolved 
bystanders on the sidelines and even some in their homes. They also 
shot up businesses that placed “Black Owned” signs in the windows. 
Countless people were wounded. Twenty-three were killed, twenty-one 
of them black, including two children, six women, and a seventy-three- 
year-old man. 

LeRoi Jones was among those beaten and arrested by Newark’s police. 
“Again and again... we have sought to plead through the reference of 
progressive humanism... again and again our complaints have been 
denied by an unfeeling, ignorant, graft-ridden, racist government... 
[Now] we will govern ourselves or no one will govern Newark, New 
Jersey.” 4! 

On July 20, the Black Panthers devoted an issue of their newspaper 
to the Newark rebellion. Front-page headlines read “The Significance of 
the Black Liberation Struggle in Newark” and “Police Slaughter Black 
People.” The cover photograph showed three police officers pinning 
down a black man, his face pressed into the sidewalk. The caption read, 


How can any black man in his right mind look at this picture in racist 
dog America and not understand what is happening? It’s obvious that the 
brother on the ground is the underdog and that the arrogant Gestapo dogs 
on top have the advantage. What is the essential difference between the 
man on the bottom and the pigs on top? The gun. If the brother had had his 
piece with him, it is obvious that the pigs would have had to deal with him 
ina different way. And the brother may have gotten something down—that 
is, if he knew how to shoot straight.‘ 


Lower on the page was a picture of a rifle under huge type reading, 
“Guns Baby Guns.” 

The paper featured a two-page centerfold with a photographic mon- 
tage of the Newark rebellion. Each of the sixteen pictures emphasized 
the violent clash between heavily armed government officers and neigh- 
borhood blacks. Pictures of bloodied and brutalized black men and 
women accompanied a large photo of several blacks lying face down 
on the concrete with armed officers standing over them as other offi- 
cers hold back a crowd. Another photo showed a military jeep packed 
with officers carrying machine guns driving past a burned-out build- 
ing. The caption read, “Vietnam? Dominican Republic? The Congo? 
No!!! Racist NEWARK, U.S.A.” In another shot, an officer crouched 
behind a jeep taking aim with his rifle. The caption: “Vicious, mad, 
raving, racist dog, sniping at colonized black people as though at a 
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foreign enemy.” One photo showed a crowd of unarmed black men 
yelling at soldiers over the points of their bayonets. The caption read, 
“America’s black colonial subjects show contempt and a total lack of 
fear of the racist dog occupying troops.” In the center of the page were 
the words “Racists call it ‘rioting’, but actually it’s a political conse- 
quence on the part of black people who have been denied freedom, jus- 
tice and equality.” 


Detroit 


On July 23, 1967, three days after the Black Panther issue on the Newark 
rebellions, Detroit exploded in the largest urban rebellion in the United 
States in the twentieth century. Most discussions of the Detroit rebel- 
lions, as well as the other urban rebellions of 1967, draw extensively on 
the analysis by the Kerner Commission, appointed by President John- 
son to investigate the incident.44 The commission report portrayed 
the rebellions as apolitical, spontaneous reactions to poor conditions 
rather than signs of a broader struggle over social power. As journal- 
ist Andrew Kopkind observed, though, “The Kerner Commission was 
designed not to study questions, but to state them, not to conduct inves- 
tigations but to accept them, not to formulate policy but to confirm it.” 
Kopkind argued that the report’s shallow lip service to the core problem 
of racism bolstered rather than challenged structural racism. “Failure 
to analyze in any way the ‘white racism’ asserted by the commissioners 
in the report’s summary,” argued Kopkind, “transformed that critical 
category into a cheap slogan. And overall, the Report’s mindless atten- 
tion to documenting conventional perceptions and drowning them in 
conventional wisdom made meaningless the commissioners’ demands 
for social reconstruction.” + 

The 120 social scientists and investigators hired by the Kerner Com- 
mission, working under the guidance of Research Director Robert Shel- 
low, provided a much more perceptive political analysis of the rebel- 
lions that the commission never published. In the concluding chapter 
of the analysis, “America on the Brink: White Racism and Black Rebel- 
lion,” the social scientists argued that racism pervaded all U.S. insti- 
tutions and that blacks “feel it is legitimate and necessary to use vio- 
lence against the social order. A truly revolutionary spirit has begun to 
take hold... an unwillingness to compromise or wait any longer, to 
risk death rather than have their people continue in a subordinate sta- 
tus.” Shellow and his team were subsequently fired, and their analysis 
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was removed from the report.** Powerful evidence supported the Shel- 
low team’s view that many black people in Detroit saw the unrest as 
political action—that is, as a rebellion. In the Campbell-Schumann sur- 
vey several months after the incident, 56 percent of the black respon- 
dents in Detroit characterized the incident as a “rebellion or revolu- 
tion,” whereas only 19 percent characterized it as a “riot.” 4 

In the Detroit uprising, rebels not only looted but also turned to 
more serious insurrectionary tactics, such as arson and sniping. Unlike 
looting—which offers rebels instant material benefit—these activities 
subjected rebels to significant risk while offering no instant material 
benefit, thus suggesting a challenge to the social order. According to 
police, 552 buildings were destroyed or damaged by fires started by the 
rebels. Some 7,231 rebels were arrested, more than twice as many as in 
the Watts uprising and four times more than in Newark. By the end of 
the Detroit rebellion, 43 people had been killed, 33 of them black. Ten 
whites were also killed, a number of them government officials.*8 

As with other urban uprisings, the Detroit rebellion did not spring 
out of the blue. Strong racial polarization had existed in Detroit for 
many years. In April 1965, white supremacists had burned crosses in 
front of twenty-five black residences in integrated neighborhoods of the 
city.” In the weeks leading up to the Detroit rebellion, three incidents 
exacerbated racial tensions. On June 12, a mob of more than eighty 
whites waged a miniriot and smoke-bombed the house of an interracial 
married couple—a black man and a white woman—who had moved 
into a suburban white neighborhood. On June 23, a black couple— 
Mr. Thomas, who worked at a local Ford plant, and Ms. Thomas, his 
pregnant wife—went to Rouge Park in a white neighborhood. A mob 
of more than fifteen whites harassed them, threatened to rape Mrs. 
Thomas, cut the wires on their car so they could not leave, and then 
shot Mr. Thomas three times, killing him and causing Ms. Thomas to 
miscarry. Six of the whites were arrested, but only one was charged, 
and he was eventually let off by a jury. In fact, at that time, no white 
had ever been found guilty of murdering a black person in Detroit. 
On July 1, Vivian Williams, a young black prostitute, was killed, and 
rumors circulated that she had been killed by a policeman. 

A police raid of a “blind pig” bar on Twelfth Street had sparked 
the outbreak. Blind pigs were important social institutions in Detroit’s 
black communities dating back to the early twentieth century. When 
white establishment bars started admitting blacks after 1948, the blind 
pigs were “underground” bars that mostly served blacks after 2:00 
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A.M., when state laws forbade the sale of liquor. Police customarily 
took protection bribes from the operators and raided those that refused 
to pay, creating resentment among many in the black community. In 
the early hours of July 23, the blind pig in the dingy second-floor apart- 
ment at 9125 Twelfth Street hosted a raging party for two black veter- 
ans returning from Vietnam and another soldier departing for the war. 

As the eighty or so patrons, almost all of them black, were arrested 
and brought down to the street to be loaded into paddy wagons, a 
crowd began to gather. Word spread, and soon onlookers greatly out- 
numbered the police. Several people saw the police dragging the men 
down the stairs. Many in the gathering crowd believed that the police 
were using excessive force, and tensions rose. A young black nationalist 
began to shout “Black Power, don’t let them take our people away; look 
what they are doing to our people... . Let’s kill them whitey mother- 
fuckers . . . let’s get the bricks and bottles going. . . . Why do they come 
down here and do this to our neighborhood? If this happened in Grosse 
Pointe [an affluent white neighborhood], they wouldn’t be acting this 
way.”°° Someone threw a beer bottle, and the crowd went wild. 

Even before this episode, there had been a strong black national- 
ist presence in Detroit that provided an anticolonial assessment of 
conditions in the black community and called for rebellion. In addi- 
tion to RAM and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, 
these activists included Uhuru, Reverend Albert Cleage and the Black 
Christian Nationalist Movement, the Afro-American Unity Movement, 
radical activists and authors Grace Lee and James Boggs, and the 
Malcolm X Society. A SNCC delegate from Cincinnati at the Second 
Black Arts Conference in late June said, “We already had our riot and 
we’re here to show you how it’s done.”*! The Afro-American Unity 
Movement was already preparing for urban rebellion and had already 
had several confrontations with police before the Detroit uprising. 
RAM had developed plans for seizing control of the city’s industries 
should a rebellion take place. 

During the rebellion, representatives from the Malcolm X Society 
contacted the mayor of Detroit and the governor of Michigan, claiming 
they would bring a cessation of “all hostilities” if the officials would 
meet a number of key demands, including those for community control 
over the police, the school board, and urban renewal. After the upris- 
ing, several newspapers published allegations that RAM was respon- 
sible for systematic burning and sniping, but these allegations were 
never proven. 
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Unlike the young black nationalists whose politics coincided with 
those of the rebels on the streets, black political leaders who attempted 
to quell the rebellion were booed and chased out of the neighborhood. 
This division between established leadership and young militants be- 
came clear in one community meeting during the uprisings. A young 
black steelworker from the Twelfth Street neighborhood told the poli- 
ticians, “You leaders have failed the black community .... The black 
leadership brought it [the rebellion] on the black people.” 52 

While liberal politicians rhetoric about the Detroit rebellion empha- 
sized the poor conditions blacks faced and the need for an ameliora- 
tive response, on the ground the state response was repressive. When 
the local police was unable to contain the rebellion, the mayor and the 
governor called in the National Guard and Michigan State Police and 
asked President Johnson to send in the army, which he eventually did. 
Soon, the police not only had bayonets and armored personnel carri- 
ers but were also backed up by tanks, army choppers, and machine 
guns. When the National Guard arrived on July 23, the troops were 
instructed “to shoot any person seen looting.” By that evening, the 
police, the guardsmen, and the state police were all firing at fleeing 
looters. The next day, with backup from the National Guard, the police 
unleashed their full repressive force against the rebels, attempting to 
reestablish their “dominance and control” and to “teach the bastards 
a lesson.” Many law enforcement officers believed their job was to put 
blacks back in their place. “Pm gonna shoot anything that moves and 
that is black” said a guardsman. White firemen shouted to guards- 
men while they frisked two blacks on July 25, “Kill the black bastards! 
Control those coons. Shoot ’em in the nuts!” 3 

The rebels had no illusions that the government would act in their 
favor. Many explicitly saw their rebellion as an assertion of Black 
Power. One rebel confronted a cop with the words “You can’t do any- 
thing to me White man. Black Power!”** As the government brought 
down increasingly repressive force, the rebels responded in kind. 

At its height, the rebellion can best be described as an insurrection. 
Large crowds of looters in the early part of July 23 gave way to roving 
bands of looters and fire bombers, who were much harder to control. 
Some coordinated their tactics by shortwave radio. Apparently, the reb- 
els saw all government officials as the enemy, and they attacked firemen 
as well as policemen. 

By 4:40 P.M. on July 24, rebels had stolen hundreds of guns from 
gun shops. As police began to shoot at the looters, black snipers started 
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shooting back. Hubert Locke, executive secretary of the establishment 
Committee for Equal Opportunity, called it a “total state of war.” 
Police officers and firemen reported being attacked by snipers on both 
the east and west sides of the city. Snipers made sporadic attacks on 
the Detroit Street Railways buses and on crews of the Public Lighting 
Commission and the Detroit Edison Company. Police records indicate 
that as many as ten people were shot by snipers on July 25 alone. A 
span of 140 blocks on the west side became a “bloody battlefield,” 
according to the Detroit News. Government tanks and armored per- 
sonnel carriers “thundered through the streets and heavy machine guns 
chattered.... It was as though the Viet Cong had infiltrated the riot 
blackened streets.” The mayor said, “It looks like Berlin in 1945.”*5 

The black uprisings in Detroit and Newark were the largest of 1967 
but by no means the only ones. Urban rebellions rocked cities large and 
small all across America. According to the Kerner Commission, 164 
such rebellions erupted in the first nine months of the year.*® 

The urban uprisings marked a significant shift in Black America’s 
relationship both to the Civil Rights Movement and to white-controlled 
law enforcement. Since the urban conflicts during World War II, the 
United States had seen few such disturbances until the Harlem rebellion 
in 1964. But by the summer of 1967, Black America was approaching 
full-scale violent revolt. The promise of full rights and upward mobil- 
ity had helped contain the aspirations of Black America since the war. 
However, in the ghettos of the North and West, despite the achievement 
of citizenship rights, black subordination not only persisted but all too 
often expanded. With white flight and the desertion of the inner cities 
to blacks, urban governments sought to address the problems of their 
swelling ghettos through containment, relying increasingly on police 
force. 

According to the Kerner Commission, the urban rebellions of 1967 
responded to the “accumulation of unresolved grievances and . . . wide- 
spread dissatisfaction among Negroes with the unwillingness or inabil- 
ity of local government to respond.” 35 Among the factors contributing 
to this dissatisfaction, according to the commission, were pervasive 
discrimination and segregation, black in-migration and white exo- 
dus, the convergence of segregation and poverty in the ghettos, dis- 
appointment with the Civil Rights Movement, violence by white vigi- 
lante groups reacting against black civil disobedience, frustration and 
powerlessness, a new mood of enhanced racial pride, and emerging 
views of the police as a symbol of white power—offering protection for 
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white citizens while oppressing blacks with impunity.** The commis- 
sion assigned special importance to police actions, believing that law 
enforcement’s overstepping of power had not only triggered the rebel- 
lions but also generated the tensions that preceded them.°*? 

As the censured analysis by the commission’s research director Robert 
Shellow suggests, these conditions are best understood not as psycho- 
logical factors prompting individual “rioters” to act but rather as the 
impetus for political acts of black rebellion. Rebellion reemerged as a 
political avenue precisely because of the limitations of the civil rights 
victories. These victories left untouched the economic and material 
dimensions of black subordination. With persistent racial subordina- 
tion in the face of rhetorical freedom, pressures mounted. In the sum- 
mer of 1967, the floodgates lifted, and the dream of black nationhood 
poured through the channels of urban rebellion. 


VANGUARD OF THE BLACK REVOLUTION 


Despite its early influence, the Black Panther Party started as just one of 
many small Black Power organizations. But coupled with the attention 
garnered from Sacramento, the wave of urban rebellions in the summer 
of 1967 confirmed the Party leaders’ confidence in their political pro- 
gram. When Black America rebelled, Huey P. Newton and the Black 
Panther Party were prepared to seize the time. They were no mere ideo- 
logues giving lip service to the sentiments of the rebels. They had seen 
the wave of black revolt approaching. They had recognized its power 
and analyzed its character, and they had prepared the Party to organize 
it—to become its leading force. They had begun to position themselves 
as the vanguard of the black revolution. 


Tentative No More 


The Party’s first assertions of its vanguard status were tentative. When 
the Black Panthers first published their ten-point platform and program 
at the beginning of the summer, they included this disclaimer above 
it: “To those poor souls who don’t know black history, the beliefs and 
desires of the Black Panther Party for Self Defense may seem unreason- 
able. To black people, the ten points covered are absolutely essential 
to survival. We have listened to the riot producing words ‘these things 
take time’ for 400 years. The Black Panther Party knows what black 
people want and need. Black unity and self defense will make these 
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demands a reality.” ® In the statement, the Party appeared to be try- 
ing to explain itself and did not yet seem confident of its growing influ- 
ence. This disclaimer also appeared in several subsequent issues of the 
newspaper. Yet as urban rebellions spread, the confidence of the Party’s 
leadership grew. 

At 1:00 P.M. on June 29, 1967, Bobby Seale called a press confer- 
ence on the steps of the San Francisco Hall of Justice. With television 
cameras rolling, Seale unfurled and read Minister of Defense Huey 
Newton’s “Executive Mandate No. 2” drafting Stokely Carmichael into 
the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense and investing him with “the 
rank of Field Marshall, delegated the following authority, power and 
responsibility. ... To establish revolutionary law, order and justice in 
the territory lying between the Continental Divide East to the Atlantic 
Ocean; North of the Mason-Dixon Line to the Canadian Border; South 
of the Mason-Dixon Line to the Gulf of Mexico.” At the press con- 
ference, Seale presented a challenge to Carmichael: “I know you have 
questions you want answered, but there is only one question that is 
pertinent at this time, and that is this: Whose Authority and Program 
is Stokely Carmichael going to acknowledge, that of the warmonger 
Lyndon Baines Johnson or Minister of Self Defense, Huey P. Newton.” 
The front page of the Black Panther pointed out that Carmichael was 
the first well-known “Afro-American leader” to take a stand against 
the draft and that many others had followed in his path, including 
Muhammad Ali and Martin Luther King.*! 

Although the press conference drew little coverage, it dramatically 
illustrated the Black Panther Party’s evolving self-perception. The Party 
not only presented the United States as an imperialist power but also 
positioned itself as the sole legitimate alternative. By presenting Car- 
michael with a choice between two authorities—President Lyndon B. 
Johnson or Huey P. Newton, minister of defense of the Black Panther 
Party—the Panthers implied that if Carmichael did not accept New- 
ton’s authority, then he accepted Johnson’s. Further, in delegating Car- 
michael to “establish revolutionary law” for the entire United States 
east of the Mississippi, Newton did not simply claim authority over 
Black America but posed a revolutionary challenge to America as a 
whole. 

In the same issue in which the Panthers enlisted Carmichael for revo- 
lutionary leadership, they removed the disclaimer from their Ten Point 
Program. They now proclaimed rather than argued the viability of the 
program. Carmichael would eventually join the Black Panther Party, 
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but not until the following year. While the Party was not yet very large 
or influential, by the end of the summer, it had reinvented the politics of 
self-defense. The intense wave of summer rebellions demonstrated the 
Party to be highly attuned and bolstered the leadership’s confidence in 
its revolutionary vision. This new confidence expressed itself in Party 
relations with other political organizations.© 


Bootlickers 


As the Party began to take more seriously its goal of becoming the 
vanguard of the black revolution, it came into increasing conflict with 
more moderate black political organizations. In July 1967, CORE 
held a conference in Oakland, bringing together representatives from 
a range of black political organizations: representatives of the local 
CORE chapter led by Wilfred Ussery, Floyd McKissick and James 
Farmer from the national CORE, Afro-American Association leader 
Donald Warden, Elijah Turner, California Assemblyman Willie Brown, 
SNCC Chairman H. Rap Brown, and Muhammad Ali. CORE asked 
the Black Panthers to serve as bodyguards for the event but refused to 
allow Newton to speak or to list the Black Panther Party in the pro- 
gram as a conference participant. The organization took the further 
step of asking the sheriff of San Mateo County to telephone Newton 
and Seale to inform them that they could carry guns for that day only 
as body guards at the event. 

The Panthers were insulted and offended. Refusing to participate on 
these terms, they published a response in their newspaper that articu- 
lated their developing view of their political role and distinguished this 
role from that of CORE and its allies. The Panthers argued that black 
people “must develop the concept of a Foreign and Domestic Policy for 
Afro-America. ... We have to start viewing reactionary black leaders 
as BLACK AGENTS OF THE WHITE MOTHER COUNTRY. And 
reactionary black organizations can be viewed as BLACK FRONTS 
FOR THE WHITE MOTHER COUNTRY.” 

Following the conference, the Black Panther began to critique not 
only the police and white political leaders but also black political lead- 
ers and organizations that it viewed as counterrevolutionary. On July 
20, the Black Panthers introduced their “Bootlicker” column. The idea 
was to identify “bootlicking,” or counterrevolutionary, black leaders 
who were subservient to the “White power structure.” The column was 
replete with photos, derogatory graphics, and articles critical of black 
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leaders and organizations they saw as accommodationist—not only 
Ussery and CORE, but also California Assemblyman Willie Brown 
and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.65 


Paper Panthers 


The Black Panther Party did not confine itself to criticizing mainstream 
black political organizations. Increasingly confident in positioning the 
organization as a vanguard party, the Panthers also criticized other 
black nationalist organizations that did not live up to their revolu- 
tionary rhetoric. A particularly bitter rift had occurred between the 
Black Panther Party for Self-Defense and the Black Panther Party of 
Northern California, led by Huey and Bobby’s former comrades from 
the West Coast RAM. A disagreement about tactics had been brew- 
ing for years, even when Huey and Bobby had worked with the Soul 
Students Advisory Council at Merritt College. The split widened as 
Huey and Bobby’s Black Panther Party for Self-Defense gained in stat- 
ure. Jockeying for media attention, RAM twice accepted credit for 
Panther activities, including the Black Panther escort of Betty Shabazz 
and the action in Sacramento. The fact that RAM carried unloaded 
weapons, a tactic that Huey adamantly opposed, did not help matters. 

David Hilliard, one of Huey Newton’s childhood friends who be- 
came active in the Party, coined the phrase “Paper Panthers” to de- 
scribe the RAM group. RAM members were armchair revolutionaries 
who did not know the first thing about fighting an actual revolution, 
argued Hilliard, who would soon rise to the rank of chief of staff, 
assuming primary leadership of the Party’s operation. The phrase 
stuck, and after the Newark rebellion in July 1967, the Black Panthers 
published a graphic of a “Paper Panther” in their newspaper replete 
with bullet holes and labels identifying the group as “conservative,” 
“misguided,” “reactionary,” and “counterrevolutionary.” The message 
was clear: The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense was the truly rev- 
olutionary Party, the vanguard of the black revolution, and no substi- 
tutes would be accepted. 

Mockery was not enough to resolve the conflict. According to New- 
ton’s memoirs, he confronted Roy Ballard of the Black Panther Party 
of Northern California about the rumor that Ballard’s group carried 
unloaded guns. Ballard reportedly admitted that he did not even own 
any bullets. Huey reported that a few weeks later, he and his Panthers 
“went to San Francisco where the ‘Paper Panthers’ were having a fish 
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fry, and issued an ultimatum: They could merge with us or change their 
name or be annihilated. When they said they would do none of these 
things, we waded in. I took on one and hooked him in the jaw. It was 
a short battle, ending a few moments later when somebody fired a shot 
in the air and people scattered. After that, the Paper Panthers changed 
their name.” 47 


GENDER IN THE VANGUARD PARTY 


As the Black Panthers garnered influence and self-confidence and sought 
to redefine their political strategy, the gender politics of the Party shifted 
as well. All the original Party members were men. They sought to edu- 
cate and politicize the male “brothers on the block.” And part of their 
project was to assert a strong black masculinity. In Newton’s early essay 
“Fear and Doubt,” he described the crisis of manhood he saw facing 
black men: “As a man, he finds himself void of those things that bring 
respect and a feeling of worthiness.... He ultimately blames him- 
self... . He may father several illegitimate children by several different 
women in order to display his masculinity. But in the end, he realizes 
that he is ineffectual in his efforts... . He is asked to respect laws that 
do not respect him.” ® 

Contrary to some critics, Newton laid out a position that was dis- 
tinct from the Moynihan Report—a policy study for the War on Poverty 
issued in 1965 by the U.S. Department of Labor—which blamed the 
social castration of black men on the pathology of black matriarchal 
culture. Newton saw the problem not as a cultural difficulty endemic 
to black people but as a form of oppression imposed on black men by 
the racist social structure. In the Black Panthers’ program to assert a 
revolutionary masculinity, black men were to become men by standing 
up against and seeking to destroy the oppressive system that was deny- 
ing them their humanity. This politics challenged both the Uncle Tom 
role of black male deference to white power and the civil rights politics 
of turning the other cheek in pursuit of integration.” 

Within months of its founding, the Black Panther Party attracted 
the participation of women, who soon became trusted and invalu- 
able members. From the start, women participated in all Party activi- 
ties, including the more militant ones. The Party’s initial tactic of chal- 
lenging the police principally attracted men but also attracted some 
women. The Panther entourage that confronted the police while escort- 
ing Betty Shabazz at the San Francisco Airport included women. And 
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women Panthers participated in the “invasion” of the capitol building in 
Sacramento. Pictures of Panther women carrying guns appeared in the 
earliest issues of the Black Panther. Early issues of the newspaper repre- 
sented women as valued Party members: as soldiers, poets, and writers. 

In the summer of 1967, as Party influence grew, more women joined 
the Party. With the Party’s growing confidence in its role as a revolu- 
tionary vanguard, Panther women increasingly wrote, and were writ- 
ten about, in the Black Panther. Not surprisingly, these pioneer Panther 
women applauded the idea of revolutionary nationhood and the bold 
masculinity of the Black Panther Party. In a recruitment pitch aimed 
at women, Barbara Arthur emphasized the appeal of a black polit- 
ical organization led by and consisting of revolutionary black men: 
“The Black Panther Party is where the BLACK MEN are. I know every 
black woman has to feel proud of black men who finally decided to 
announce to the world that they were putting an end to police brutality 
and black genocide. ... Become members of the Black Panther Party 
for Self Defense, Sisters, ‘we got a good thing going.’””° 

Sister Williams not only embraced the pride and power these men 
exuded, but she also noted the deep appeal of the revolutionary love 
that Panther men held for “their brother”: “Respect and dignity have 
long been abstractions to the majority of Black Men. This is no longer 
the case. The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense are Black Men with 
pride, self-respect and most of all love for their brother. These Black 
Men who express fervor, spirit and boldness of heart kindle in me, a 
Black Woman, the feeling of wanting to help plan, work, experience, 
and most of all share not only these feelings with him but the together- 
ness of wanting and now going about getting our freedom together.” 71 
Williams endorsed the Party as essential to black liberation. She vali- 
dated the Party’s claim to be the vanguard of the black revolution. 

Powerful images of handsome black men and beautiful black women 
in the Black Panther projected the Party’s appeal to allies, supporters, 
and recruits. On occasion, the early Party imitated Madison Avenue 
tactics, blatantly exploiting black female beauty to sell the Party. Under- 
neath an attractive photo of Panther secretary and newspaper editorial 
staff person Audry Hudson, was a caption that read in part, “Besides 
being very beautiful to look at, (as you can see for yourself) the sister 
is a very beautiful person. She has gotten herself together and enlisted 
in the struggle for the total liberation of her people. She is a welcomed 
addition to the swelling ranks of the Vanguard Party of the black libera- 
tion struggle.” 72 
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Early articles by women in the Black Panther about issues of gen- 
der and sexuality ranged widely in tone, subject matter, and conscious- 
ness. In a complex analysis of the distinction between revolutionary 
and bourgeois black romantic relationships, Judy Hart contended, “At 
this stage in the black revolution the relationships between black men 
and black women are taking on new and crucial meanings... . With 
the black revolution being no more than the fusing of separate frustra- 
tions, desires, convictions, and strengths toward a common liberation, 
the black man and his woman cease to be simply a couple... but a 
fusing, a deepening of two black minds, souls, and bodies passionately 
involved not only in each other but in ‘the movement.’””3 

Hart argued that within the constraints of bourgeois society, it is 
impossible for black women and men to work together. She appealed 
to black women to commit to the revolution and relate differently to 
black men. She wrote that bourgeois black women necessarily relate to 
black men as tools to use for their own gain, and in seeking to succeed 
according to the dominant society’s standards, they despise black men 
just as the racist society despises them. Hart decried the dysfunctional 
black household “in which the male can’t function unless he’s drunk, 
it’s the first of the month, or he’s physically asserting himself by yell- 
ing, beating, or fucking.” By embracing revolutionary struggle, a dif- 
ferent kind of relationship becomes possible. “Socially, the Negro man 
becomes extinct, outmoded. Social barriers and distinctions disappear, 
replaced by a communal unity.” The revolutionary black man’s “total 
commitment... is an invitation to the black woman to join with him 
in the pursuit of a life together, removing the shackles of White Racist 
America and establishing a solid foundation of blackness from which 
to build.” 74 

Even in her nuanced treatment of gender and sexuality, Hart pre- 
sented the man’s revolutionary role as central and the woman’s rev- 
olutionary role as supportive. This patriarchal orientation of Black 
Panther politics, common to most black nationalist and other move- 
ment organizations at the time, is evident throughout the Party’s early 
actions and communications. Telling contrasts, such as the iconic rep- 
resentation of Huey as “Black Warrior Prince” set against the relatively 
obscure representation of the Panther woman as “Woman Warrior,” 
speak to the initial masculine identity of the Party. 

The Party’s founding, early history, and ongoing struggles as a male- 
oriented organization affected all men and women who subsequently 
joined the Party. Not surprisingly, therefore, making the Black Panther 
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Party into a mixed-gender organization that modeled gender and sex- 
ual equality remained a hard-fought battle and an elusive goal. Difficult 
struggles to master these issues hounded the organization throughout 
its existence. Rhetorical commitments to gender and sexual equality at 
all levels of the Party could not on their own overcome real and frac- 
tious gender and sexual contradictions. However, over time, as more 
and more black women joined the Party, their work and leadership 
helped shape the entirety of the Party’s politics. Their influence was 
particularly critical in giving a more positive cast to the Party’s evolv- 
ing gender and sexual politics and dynamics. 

Women and some men in the Party demanded and led the Party’s 
often frank and difficult engagement with the increasingly wide range 
of gender equality issues, particularly the question of how to define 
black women’s role in a revolutionary nationalist movement. Thus, 
the rank-and-file members of the Party were the primary shapers of 
the organization’s internal gender politics. The talented and audacious 
black women who increasingly joined the Party were far more active 
than the men in forcing the Party to focus on critical gender and sex- 
uality concerns. In the summer of 1967, these intra-Party debates on 
gender and sexuality were just warming up. During the next several 
years, these debates would become increasingly intense, shaped by 
the parallel conversations about gender and sexual issues within the 
Black Liberation Struggle and black communities, as well as in the 
growing Women’s Liberation Movement, Gay and Lesbian Liberation 
Movement, and sexual revolution.” 

In the summer of 1967, with the core Panther practice of armed 
patrols of the police outlawed, yet with the Party’s stature enhanced 
by its Sacramento actions, Newton had sought to build upon the suc- 
cess of the police patrols and articulate a revised politics of armed self- 
defense against the police. Attracted to Newton’s courage, and build- 
ing upon the Panther’s newfound fame, new Panther recruit Eldridge 
Cleaver used his networks and eloquence to forge powerful alliances 
with other leftists and black nationalists. The Newark and Detroit 
rebellions, the largest and most violent of the period coming just weeks 
after publication of some of Newton’s key theoretical writings, revealed 
the Panthers to be highly attuned to ghetto sentiment—and deepened 
the Panthers’ confidence in their vanguard politics. And as the Party 
developed, it attracted more women members, who began to transform 
the gender politics of the Party. As the summer of 1967 gave way to the 
fall, the Panthers’ new politics were put to the test. 


Free Huey! 


After dinner with his family on October 27, 1967, Huey Newton walked 
to his girlfriend LaVerne Williams’s house at 5959 Telegraph Avenue in 
Oakland. It was Friday night, and the two had plans to go out. On the 
way over he thought about where they might go that evening. When he 
arrived, LaVerne was not feeling well. He offered to stay in with her, 
but she insisted that he go out and enjoy himself and lent him her car.! 

Newton started up LaVerne’s tan 1958 Volkswagen Beetle and drove 
to Bosn’s Locker, his favorite bar. After casual conversation with friends 
over a rum and coke, he left the bar and went to the nearby Congre- 
gational church on Forty-Second and Grove. The church held Afro- 
American history classes on Wednesday nights, and Newton knew that 
there would be a church social on Friday. When he arrived, the social 
was in full swing, replete with dancing and cards. There he met up with 
Gene McKinney. They stayed until the social ended at 2:00 A.M. and 
then drove to a party at the home of Mrs. Verde Johnson on San Pablo 
Avenue near Thirty-Seventh. The pair of friends stayed until sometime 
after 4:00 A.M., at which point they decided to drive to a restaurant on 
Seventh Street that served soul food all night long. 

The early morning of October 28 was cool, dark, and slightly misty. 
Officer John Frey of the Oakland police force sat alone in his patrol car 
on Willow Avenue at the corner of Seventh Street. Officer Frey (pro- 
nounced “fry”) had just turned twenty-three. Married, though sepa- 
rated, Frey was a large man, over six feet tall and more than two hun- 
dred pounds. In his year and a half on the force, Frey had already 
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developed quite a reputation. A ten-year veteran of the Oakland Police 
Department told a reporter from Ramparts, “Frey is not what I would 
categorize as a good cop.” Frey had been implicated in numerous inci- 
dents of racism. H. Bruce Byson, an English teacher who invited Frey 
to speak about police work to his class at Clayton Valley High School, 
reported that Frey told the class that “niggers” in the neighborhood he 
patrolled were “a lot of bad types.” In the trial eventually held to adju- 
dicate the events of that early morning, Elford Dunning, an accountant 
for Prudential Life Insurance, testified that Frey had racially harassed 
him during a traffic accident, and when Dunning complained that Frey 
was acting like the Gestapo, Frey loosened his holster, put his hand 
on his gun, and said “I am the Gestapo” and ordered Dunning into 
the police car. Earlier on the evening that Huey Newton and Gene 
McKinney drove to get soul food on Seventh Street, Frey had inter- 
vened in a dispute between a black grocery clerk named Daniel King 
and a white man without pants on who claimed King had stolen his 
pants. According to King, Frey called him a nigger and held his arms 
so the white man could beat him. 

Several hours after Frey had released King, Newton and McKinney 
drove by his parked patrol car. Sitting on the dashboard in front of Frey 
was a list of twenty cars that the Oakland police had identified as Black 
Panther vehicles. Second to last on the list was “Volkswagen, 1958, 
sedan, tan, AZM 489.” Frey called for backup and pulled out after the 
Volkswagen. When Newton saw the red beacon lights in his rear-view 
mirror, he pulled over near the corner of Seventh and Campbell. 


HUEY MUST BE SET FREE! 


When physician Mary Jane Aguilar saw an Oakland Tribune photo- 
graph of Huey Newton taken hours after he was pulled over by Frey, 
she wrote a letter to the Black Panther Party: 


I can remember nothing in my medical training which suggested that, in 
the care of an acute abdominal injury, severe pain and hemorrhage are best 
treated by manacling the patient to the examining table in such a way that 
the back is arched and belly tensed. Yet this is precisely the picture of cur- 
rent emergency room procedure which appeared on the front page of a local 
newspaper last week-end. Looming large in the foreground of the same 
picture, so large as to suggest a caricature, was a police officer. Could it 
have been he who distracted the doctor in charge of the case to position the 
patient in this curious way?? 
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There are conflicting accounts of what happened near the corner of 
Seventh and Campbell Streets in Oakland that morning. In the murder 
trial that followed the incident, the jury was not able to put together 
a clear and compelling account from the evidence and testimony pre- 
sented in the courtroom. But at some point during the early hours 
of the day, Newton and Gene McKinney arrived at David Hilliard’s 
house. Newton had a gunshot wound in his abdomen, so David and his 
brother June Hilliard rushed Newton to the Kaiser Hospital emergency 
room. Soon the story was all over the news: Officer Frey was dead, and 
Huey P. Newton, minister of defense for the Black Panther Party, had 
been arrested as the prime suspect in his murder.* 

Well before the news stories hit the press, the Black Panther Party 
sprang into action. Over the preceding months, a small but growing 
number of people had come to view Newton as the leader of the van- 
guard of black revolution. In the months following the Panthers’ action 
in Sacramento, the Party had increased its capacity, not only by grow- 
ing its membership and improving its ability to organize people but 
also by strengthening its political analysis, its newspaper, and its rela- 
tionships with other political organizations. Now that Newton would 
face capital charges for a confrontation with the Oakland police and 
could be sent to the gas chamber, his release became the central cause 
of the Party. 

Beverly Axelrod introduced Newton to her mentor Charles Garry, 
who she felt would be the ideal lawyer for such a high-profile, politi- 
cally charged case. Garry, the son of Armenian immigrants, was known 
as a passionate trial lawyer. His raw eloquence and brilliant maneuvers 
elicited revealing responses from witnesses under cross-examination. A 
former president of the San Francisco chapter of the National Lawyers 
Guild and an avowed Marxist with a strong commitment to social jus- 
tice, Garry had defended more than thirty capital cases, and not one of 
his clients had been executed. Garry offered to represent Newton, and 
Newton accepted.° 

From the start, Newton and the Black Panther Party viewed the trial 
as a political contest rather than merely a legal proceeding. The Party 
put out the sixth issue of its newspaper with the picture of Huey in his 
wicker throne on the front page and the bold headline, “Huey Must Be 
Set Free!” After explaining that Huey had been shot and arrested and 
that Officer Frey had been shot and killed, the editorial discussed the 
case in terms of racial politics: 


102 | Baptism in Blood 


The shooting occurred in the heart of Oakland’s black ghetto. Huey is a black 
man, a resident of Oakland’s black ghetto, and the two cops were white and 
lived in the white suburbs. On the night that the shooting occurred, there 
were 400 years of oppression of black people by white people manifested 
in the incident. We are at that crossroads in history where black people are 
determined to bring down the final curtain on the drama of their struggle 
to free themselves from the boot of the white man that is on their collec- 
tive neck... . Through murder, brutality, and the terror of their image, the 
police of America have kept black people intimidated, locked in a mortal 
fear, and paralyzed in their bid for freedom. . . . They are brutal beasts who 
have been gunning down black people and getting away with it.... Huey 
Newton’s case is the showdown case. . .. We say that we have had enough of 
black men and women being shot down like dogs in the street. We say that 
black people in America have the right to self defense. Huey Newton has laid 
his life on the line so that 20,000,000 black people can find out just where 
they are at and so that we can find out just where America is at.® 


The Panthers argued that Newton was resisting the long-perpetrated 
oppression of blacks by police when he was shot and imprisoned. The 
Party turned the state’s accusations against Newton around, using the 
case to mobilize support and put America on trial. 


STOP THE DRAFT WEEK 


In the weeks leading up to Newton’s arrest, the Bay Area antiwar move- 
ment had experienced its own conflict with the Oakland police. As 
resistance to the Vietnam War intensified, white antiwar activists began 
getting a taste of police repression—and this experience was to deepen 
their alliances with the Panthers. By October, the draft resistance move- 
ment was gathering steam.’ No longer were the students and the anti- 
war activists simply Americans expressing their view within established 
channels. Inspired by Black Power, emboldened by the ghetto rebel- 
lions, many draft resisters saw themselves as subjects of empire who 
sought self-determination, much like the Vietnamese. They rejected the 
legitimacy of the war, the draft, and the government more generally, 
seeking to resist by any means. 

“This week,” a demonstrator wrote from Oakland at the end of Stop 
the Draft Week in mid-October, “the first crack appeared in the egg 
that will hatch white revolution in America.” Demonstrators sought to 
emulate the radical tactics of the ghetto rebellions of July. According 
to Frank Bardacke, an antiwar activist who would face the heaviest 
charges from the Stop the Draft Week protests in Oakland, the draft 
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card burning was the defining act that set the tone for active resistance 
to authority: “Young men burning their draft cards on Sproul Hall 
steps changed the political mood of the campus. This example and that 
of hundreds who turned in their draft cards gave the rest of us cour- 
age.”® “We too are the Vietcong,” Hal Jacobs of the Students for a 
Democratic Society told a Resistance rally in preparation for Stop the 
Draft Week at UC Berkeley.’ 

Day one, Monday October 16, was relatively calm. Some 300 resist- 
ers turned in their draft cards at the Federal Building in San Francisco, 
and another 120 were arrested for a nonviolent sit-in at the Oakland 
Induction Center. But the next day, confrontations with police inten- 
sified. While Monday had been reserved for the more pacifist groups, 
Tuesday’s event was organized by those ready to take the resistance to 
a new level, including SDS, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com- 
mittee, and the Independent Socialist Club, which instructed “those in 
the militant action” to “wear a hat and thick clothes, carry a handker- 
chief and change, and arrange for someone to have bail ready.” One 
of the speakers was George Ware, the SNCC field secretary who had 
recently traveled to Cuba with Stokely Carmichael. 

Emboldened by the Black Power movement and what one organizer 
called “vicarious intoxication by the summer riots,” resisters attempted 
to shut down the induction center in Oakland and met brutal repression. 
Under the front page headline “Cops Beat Pickets,” the San Francisco 
Chronicle described the police action: “Police swinging clubs like scythes 
cut a bloody path through 2500 antiwar demonstrators who had closed 
down the Oakland Armed Forces Examining Station yesterday . . . their 
hard wooden sticks mechanically flailing up and down, like peasants 
mowing down wheat.” More than twenty people were injured, and 
twenty-five were arrested. In the next two days, ninety-seven more were 
arrested during peaceful pickets. 

At 6:00 A.M. on Friday, ten thousand demonstrators surrounded the 
Oakland induction center. Many were dressed for conflict with the 
police, wearing helmets and shields. They painted the streets and built 
barricades using benches, large potted trees, parking meters, garbage 
cans, cars, and trucks. Some of these vehicles had been stolen and then 
positioned in the intersections with the air let out of the tires. In this 
way, the resisters shut down many of the intersections surrounding the 
induction center and prevented buses from reaching it. The confron- 
tation grew into a violent melee that soon spread over a twenty-block 
area of downtown Oakland. 
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The Panthers had claimed to be fighting an anticolonial war all 
along. Now antiwar activists increasingly saw their struggle too as a 
fight against imperialism, and the “Free Huey!” campaign became a 
lightning rod for the anti-imperial Left. “Free Huey!” bumper stick- 
ers appeared all over the Bay Area. White as well as black support for 
Huey’s immediate release from prison boomed. As Ramparts writer 
Gene Marine explained, this outpouring of support had little to do 
with whether Newton’s shooting and jailing were unjust. Instead, the 
groundswell of support reflected the increasingly widespread belief that 
“justice was impossible.” “Once the white radical could accept the idea 
that white America is the mother country and black America the col- 
ony,” wrote Marine, “his problem with the cry of ‘Free Huey!’ disap- 
peared; he was in the position of a Frenchman opposed to his nation’s 
colonial adventure in Algeria.” !! 

Both Black Power organizations and New Left groups rallied in sup- 
port of Huey. The day of the shooting, SNCC headquarters sent a tele- 
gram to Huey at Kaiser Hospital: 


Violent cop attack against you is part of White America’s plan to destroy 
all revolutionary Black men. Brothers and sisters in SNCC support you all 
the way. We praise and welcome your fine example of armed self-defense. 
Your action is inspiration for black men everywhere. SNCC stands united 
with you and ready to help in any way possible.'” 


Telegrams and articles supporting Huey and demanding his release 
poured in from New Left allies such as the Progressive Labor Party 
and Bob Avakian of the Community for New Politics." 

At one “Free Huey!” rally outside the trial at the Alameda County 
courthouse, Bobby Seale climbed on top of a car to speak to the crowd. 
The police ordered him down, and he complied. When a young pro- 
testor challenged him for following police orders, he explained his 
actions: “What do you want me to do, just jump up and off some cop? 
That [would] do Huey a lot of good, wouldn’t it—a big shootout in 
front of the trial?” 14 

Building on the political strategy they had developed in facing legal 
challenges after the Sacramento action, Newton and the Panthers in- 
sisted on a political approach to the trial. They would follow the law 
to the letter and strive to exonerate Huey through legal channels, to 
“exhaust all legal means,” but the principle behind the case would be 
political.!’ They would use Huey’s trial as a forum to put America on 
trial, to expose its inherent racism and injustice. If confronted with 
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a strategic choice about whether to advance the political project or 
Newton’s personal interests, the Panthers would give priority to the 
political path. This decision reflected their belief that the political sys- 
tem was inherently unjust and that Huey would be put to death. They 
designed their legal approach to call attention to state repression and to 
advance the Panthers’ cause. Further, the Panthers believed that only a 
powerful mass political campaign could save Huey’s life. 


KATHLEEN 


One of the first recruits to join the “Free Huey!” campaign was Kathleen 
Neal, who would go on to become a key player in the Panther leader- 
ship.'¢ Neal had grown up in Tuskegee, Alabama, and other college 
towns where her father Ernest Neal worked as a professor. When Dr. 
Neal joined the U.S. Foreign Service, Kathleen lived for stints in New 
Delhi, the Philippines, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. Always an honor stu- 
dent in American schools abroad, she later attended boarding school 
in the United States, went to Oberlin College, and completed a govern- 
ment internship in Washington, D.C." 

Neal’s experiences as a young black woman growing up in the South 
in the 1950s made her want to challenge injustice. Seeing powerful 
women leaders of SNCC in action made her wonder how she too might 
advance a revolution for black liberation. This search led her first to 
SNCC and then to the Black Panther Party. “I saw Gloria Richardson 
standing face to face with National Guard soldiers, bayonets sticking 
from the guns they pointed at the demonstrators she led in Cambridge, 
Maryland,” Neal later wrote. “I saw Diane Nash speaking at Fisk Uni- 
versity, leading black and white Freedom Riders onto Greyhound buses 
that got set on fire when they reached Alabama. I saw Ruby Doris 
Robinson holding a walkie-talkie, dispatching the fleet of cars that 
transported civil rights workers across the state of Mississippi during 
the 1964 Freedom Summer. These women were unfurling a social rev- 
olution in the Deep South. Gloria Richardson, Diane Nash, and Ruby 
Doris Robinson all worked with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee. .. . That’s where I was determined to go.” 18 

In 1966, Neal went to work in SNCC’s New York office, then to 
Atlanta as the secretary of SNCC’s Campus Program.'’ There, she 
helped organize a black student conference in March 1967 at Fisk Uni- 
versity in Nashville, Tennessee, where she first met Eldridge Cleaver.?° 
She later recalled their first encounter: 
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What startled me most about him—a brilliant writer, and eloquently lucid 
speaker, as well as a tremendously handsome and magnetic person—was 
that he referred to himself as a “convict.” Seeing him at the conference as 
he moved about with supreme confidence, an ease that approached elegance 
and a dignified reserve that all combined to give him an air that could best 
be described as stately, it seemed hard to conceive of this powerful man as 
a “convict.” He exuded strength, power, force in his very physical being. 
To think of such a man caged up and designated for the dungheap of his- 
tory was impossible.?! 


On the plane back to Washington from the conference, Kathleen wrote 
a passionate love poem to Eldridge, titling it “My King, I Greet You,” in 
answer to “My Queen, I Greet You,” the open love poem he had writ- 
ten to all black women (from all black men).22 Three weeks after Huey 
Newton’s arrest, Kathleen moved to San Francisco to join the Black Pan- 
ther Party. Another month and a half later, just after Christmas 1967, 
Kathleen and Eldridge were married. Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, who 
had served time with Eldridge in Soledad Prison, was the witness.?3 

Kathleen—now Kathleen Cleaver—threw herself fully into the cam- 
paign to free Huey. She helped organize demonstrations, wrote leaflets, 
held press conferences, attended court hearings, designed posters, spoke 
at rallies, and appeared on television programs.** She had more formal 
education than most Panthers and soon was appointed to sit on the Cen- 
tral Committee as communications secretary of the Black Panther Party. 

The work of Kathleen Cleaver in the Party was important in the 
ongoing and at times challenging process of integrating black women 
into an organization that had begun as a male formation. The male 
chauvinism that women like Cleaver all too often confronted within 
and outside the Party made women’s participation all the more chal- 
lenging. Over time, as issues of gender and sexuality became increas- 
ingly important to the Party’s development, women like Cleaver mod- 
eled strikingly influential and vital roles for black women in the Black 
Panther Party in particular and in black nationalist organizations in 
general. The tradition of radical black women activists such as the 
strong black women leaders in SNCC shaped the activism of Panther 
women like Cleaver. However, most Panther women ultimately impro- 
vised their revolutionary roles precisely because there was no guide- 
book, no single model. As Cleaver acknowledged in a 1970 interview, 
“Of all the things I had wanted to be when I was a little girl, a revo- 
lutionary certainly wasn’t one of them. And now it was the only thing 
I wanted to do. Everything else was secondary. It occurred to me that 
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even though I wanted to become a revolutionary more than anything 
else in the world, I still didn’t have the slightest idea what I would have 
to do to become one.”?° 

On January 16, 1968, at 3:30 A.M., police knocked down the door 
to Kathleen and Eldridge’s apartment without a warrant. Armed with 
shotguns and pistols, cursing and yelling at the Cleavers, they threw 
around papers and furniture as they searched the apartment; when 
nothing of interest turned up, they left.”° In response, from prison Huey 
Newton issued Executive Mandate No. 3, ordering all members of the 
Black Panther Party to keep guns in their homes and to defend them- 
selves against any police officers or others who attempted to invade 
their homes without a warrant.” Accompanying the mandate was a 
bold photo of Kathleen, dressed in a long black leather jacket standing 
in the doorway to her apartment. In her arms she bore a large shotgun, 
pointed toward the camera, and the heading read “Shoot Your Shot!” 
With such actions, the Party sought to solidify the ethic it had estab- 
lished at the outset: both women and men bore responsibility for armed 
self-defense.78 


PEACE AND FREEDOM PARTY 


After Huey’s arrest and imprisonment, Eldridge’s role became “increas- 
ingly important, especially in the Party’s collaboration with the white 
radicals in the Free Huey movement,” Kathleen later recalled.2® The 
most important early alliance was with the Peace and Freedom Party 
(PFP), founded by Ramparts editor Robert Scheer and other leaders 
of the Community for New Politics on June 23, 1967. The initial idea 
for the party, part of a national network of antiwar political organiza- 
tions, picked up momentum as the black rebellions spread across the 
country that summer. After Martin Luther King Jr. gave the keynote 
address to 125,000 people at an antiwar rally in New York that April, 
many urged King to run for president of the United States. The Peace 
and Freedom Party sought to promote a strong antiwar and antiracist 
politics in opposition to the establishment Democratic Party, which 
was resolutely prowar and had distanced itself from the insurgent Black 
Liberation Struggle. The party garnered support from a range of pro- 
gressive and left-wing organizations in the Bay Area and Los Angeles, 
including the Independent Socialist Club and the Communist Party. 
Yet from the start, party members had conflicting ideas about how to 


2, 


advance the party’s “ideological support for racial equality.” *° 
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On July 12, 1967, the membership of the Peace and Freedom Party 
voted to seek official registration of a candidate on the November 1968 
ballot. To do so in California, the party needed to obtain sixty-seven 
thousand signatures. But a lack of consensus on the politics of race 
made achievement of this goal a major challenge. About twenty-five 
hundred activists, predominantly white and affiliated with a range of 
leftist organizations, gathered for the National Conference for New 
Politics in Chicago in early September. King spoke at the convention 
but declined to run as a peace candidate for president. Serious conflict 
arose when the three hundred black delegates formed a Black Cau- 
cus and proposed that half the posts on all conference committees be 
filled by members of their caucus. The conference leadership, needing 
black participation to legitimate their politics, voted in favor of the pro- 
posal—but important organizations opposed, notably members of the 
California Peace and Freedom Party such as Bob Avakian.*! Two weeks 
later, the California Peace and Freedom Party held its statewide confer- 
ence to rally support for the California registration drive. Of the hun- 
dred fifty delegates who attended, about ro percent were black. Again 
the black delegates formed a caucus and proposed that they be given 
50 percent of voting rights. This time the proposal was defeated, and 
the entire Black Caucus walked out. The Communist Party representa- 
tives and others followed them.** 

Now almost exclusively white and desperate to salvage its antiracist 
and antiwar alliance in time for the registration deadline on January 3, 
leaders of the Peace and Freedom Party approached black organizations 
for support. SNCC and other black groups, however, rebuffed them.’ 
The results were disastrous. As December arrived, with less than a month 
to go before the registration deadline, the PFP had collected only about 
twenty-five thousand of the required sixty-seven thousand signatures. 
On December 18, with less than two weeks remaining, the California 
Supreme Court rejected the Peace and Freedom Party’s suit to extend 
the registration deadline and reduce the number of signatures required.** 

By this time, the October 28 shooting and the “Free Huey!” cam- 
paign had thrown the Black Panther Party into the national spotlight. 
Through Avakian, Scheer, and others, the Peace and Freedom Party 
approached the Panthers to propose a coalition. As Peace and Freedom 
organizing committee member Mike Parker recalled, 


We started out as a predominantly White group based on the anti-war 
movement, and from the very beginning we had the position that there 
could be no peace unless it was a peace among free men—that you did not 
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have a true peace just because there was no war if people were oppressed. 
And so we made our slogan “Peace and Freedom” just to make it clear that 
we stood not only for ending the war in Vietnam and other wars but also 
for ending oppression. We were looking for groups in the Black commu- 
nity to work with and we found that the only group in the Black commu- 
nity that was even willing to talk with us about these kinds of questions in 
a serious way .. . was the Black Panther Party for Self Defense.*° 


The coalition was announced on December 22, 1967. The white Left 
in Northern California, so troubled by the question of how to relate 
to Black Power, was surprised and enthralled. The Berkeley Barb, a 
weekly underground newspaper, called the coalition an “unprecedented 
combination of Black and white activists . . . the first such militant alli- 
ance since the ‘Black Power’ concept was outlined by Stokely Carmi- 
chael last year.”*° The coalition initially sought to ensure that Huey 
Newton received a fair trial but later demanded that Huey be set free 
unconditionally. The Peace and Freedom Party contributed $3,000 and 
use of its sound equipment to the “Free Huey!” campaign.°*” 

The Black Panther Party offered much needed legitimacy to the Peace 
and Freedom Party’s racial politics. With the Black Panthers at the table, 
many of the high-profile supporters who had walked out over the Peace 
and Freedom Party’s racial politics in September returned to endorse the 
registration drive, including James Vann of the Oakland Congress of 
Racial Equality, Si Casady of the California Democratic Council, and 
representatives of the Communist Party. The day after the announce- 
ment of the coalition, new registrations in Berkeley alone jumped to more 
than 500—reaching 1,200 per day by the end of the week. By the dead- 
line on January 3, over 105,000 signatures had been gathered: the Peace 
and Freedom Party would be on the November ballot in California.** 

The coalition proved to be mutually beneficial. As a Black Panther 
editorial explained, “What we wanted and needed were people who 
were willing to work.... The Peace and Freedom Party was willing 
to work. In return, we were willing to hold rallies with them, to share 
platforms with them, and to recommend them to Black people who had 
their minds set on participating in electoral politics... . The Peace and 
Freedom Party acknowledges that we were helpful to them in gaining 
enough signatures to get on the ballot. We are glad that they made it 
and that we were instrumental in the success.” >? 

The Party also keenly understood that the Black Liberation Struggle 
needed nonblack allies, particularly progressive white allies. An edi- 
torial in the Black Panther explained why this alliance was impor- 
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tant: “The increasing isolation of the black radical movement from the 
white radical movement was a dangerous thing, playing into the power 
structure’s game of divide and conquer. We feel that in taking the step 
of making the coalition with the Peace and Freedom Party, we have 
altered the course of history on a minor, but important level.” 4° 

From its inception, the Black Panther Party had embraced both an 
uncompromising commitment to black liberation and a principled rejec- 
tion of a separatist black politics. The coalition with the Peace and Free- 
dom Party, which a number of black nationalists criticized, illustrated 
both. Explaining the Party’s position to its expanding black base was 
critical. “Because our Party has the image of an uncompromising stand 
against the oppression of the white power structure on Black people, 
we could take this step without getting shot down with the charge of 
selling out.”*! 

As the Black Panther Party promoted the “Free Huey!” campaign, it 
built on emerging alliances with students and white antiwar activists, 
advancing an anti-imperialist political ideology that linked the oppres- 
sion of antiwar protestors to the oppression of blacks and Vietnamese. 
Bobby Seale elaborated this position at a January 28, 1968, rally at UC 
Berkeley supporting students who had been arrested during Stop the 
Draft Week. Citing Newton’s article “On the Functional Definition of 
Politics,” Seale spoke to the crowd about self-defense power and the 
parallels between the Vietnamese and the black American liberation 
struggles. He pointed out that the antidraft students were locked up 
right alongside Huey Newton in the Alameda County jail. He made 
common cause with the students, arguing that the antiwar demonstra- 
tors faced a plight like that of the black community: 


Black people have protested police brutality. And many of you thought we 
were jiving, thought we didn’t know what we were talking about, because 
many Black people in the community probably couldn’t answer your ques- 
tions articulately. But now you are experiencing this same thing. When you 
go down in front of the draft [board], when you go over and you demon- 
strate in front of Dean Rusk, those pig cops will come down and brutalize 
your heads just like they brutalized the heads of black people in the black 
community. We are saying now that you can draw a direct relationship that 
is for real and that is not abstract anymore: you don’t have to abstract what 
police brutality is like when a club is there to crush your skull; you don’t 
have to abstract what police brutality is like when there is a vicious service 
revolver there to tear your flesh; you can see in fact that the real power of the 
power structure maintaining its racist regime is manifested in its occupying 
troops, and is manifested in its police department—with guns and force.” 
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Antiwar activists eagerly took up the analogy. Free Speech Move- 
ment veteran and Communist Party member Bettina Aptheker spoke 
after Seale and emphasized the escalating repression of the antiwar 
movement and its common cause with both the Black Liberation Strug- 
gle and the “Free Huey!” campaign. “The ghettos have become occu- 
pied territories in the United States. This peace movement should have 
called for the immediate withdrawal of troops in July from Newark 
and Detroit. It failed to do that and it should have done that just as 
it calls for the immediate withdrawal of troops from Vietnam,” she 
exhorted. “For a long time the ghetto communities in this country have 
borne the brunt of the assault on the democratic rights of all of us, and 
it is now perhaps first coming home to us that to defend the rights in 
the ghetto is to defend our own rights.”*3 Bob Avakian also spoke, not- 
ing that Huey’s case and that of the draft resisters were “interrelated” 
and together posed a fundamental challenge to “power in this soci- 
ety.” He explained, “The Black Liberation Movement poses that chal- 
lenge. The Antiwar Movement and the Antidraft Movement as it moves 
towards resistance is beginning to pose that challenge. And they are 
responding the way all blind tyrants respond when their power is chal- 
lenged. By brute force and by attempting to mitigate that brute force 
through the veneer of a court apparatus which we all know is rigged.” ** 

A few weeks later, the Black Panther carried a cartoon by Emory 
Douglas titled “It’s All the Same” that graphically illustrated the three- 
part anti-imperialist analogy. The cartoon featured three identical 
drawings of a filthy pig in uniform surrounded by flies and carrying 
a machine gun, napalm, mace, and a pistol. The first panel identified 
the pig as the local police. The second panel identified the pig as the 
National Guard. The third panel identified the pig as the Marines. The 
Peace and Freedom Party picked up and distributed the graphic, cit- 
ing the Black Panthers, to bolster its argument that the oppression that 
antiwar activists faced for opposing the war was part and parcel not 
only of the struggle for black liberation but also of the international 
struggle against imperialism.* 


COMING OF AGE 


On February 17, 1968, Huey Newton’s twenty-sixth birthday, the 
Black Panther Party came of age. In a massive, predominantly black 
rally in the Oakland Auditorium, while Newton sat in jail, the Black 
Panthers announced a merger with SNCC. The terms of the merger 
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were ambiguous; SNCC itself was in crisis, and the merger did not last 
long. But for the Black Panther Party, an organization that only a year 
earlier had barely been known outside of Oakland, the event marked 
an important step in the maturation of its politics and its emergence on 
the national political stage. 

In the center of the auditorium stage sat Huey’s wicker throne from 
the famous photograph, empty of course. In addition to Eldridge Cleaver, 
who served as master of ceremonies, and Bobby Seale, the day’s speak- 
ers included three of the most famous leaders of SNCC: James Forman, 
H. Rap Brown, and Stokely Carmichael. Bob Avakian from the Peace 
and Freedom Party and Berkeley Councilman Ron Dellums were also 
on stage, as was Armelia Newton, Huey Newton’s mother. 

Seale focused most of his speech on the need to stand up to police 
brutality and organize to free Huey. He also spelled out a fuller view of 
the Panthers’ politics. Summarizing the Panthers’ Ten Point Program, 
he emphasized the need to serve the community, describing a Panther 
campaign to erect a stoplight at 55th and Market Streets in Oakland, 
where speeding cars had killed several children. He then delved into the 
Party’s position on whites: 


When the Man walks up and says we are anti-white, I scratch my head, I 
say, “... what does he mean by that?” He says, “Well, I mean, you hate 
white people.” I say, “Me? Hate a white person?” I say, “Wait a minute, 
man, let’s back up a little bit. That’s your game. That’s the Ku Klux Klan’s 
game.” I say, “That is the Ku Klux Klan’s game to hate me and murder me 
because of the color of my skin.” I say, “I wouldn’t murder a person or bru- 
talize him because of the color of his skin.” I say, “Yeah, we hate some- 
thing, alright! We hate the oppression that we live in! We hate cops beating 
black people over the heads and murdering them. That’s what we hate!” If 
you’ve got enough energy to sit down and hate a white person just because 
of the color of his skin, you’re wasting a lot of energy. You’d better take that 
same energy and put it in some motion out there, and start dealing with 
those oppressive conditions, and you’re going to find out just what you hate, 
and what you’re going to stop.*¢ 


H. Rap Brown then spoke eloquently about the importance of free- 
ing Huey. But in contrast to Bobby, he framed this question in terms of 
generic opposition to whites: 


Huey Newton is the only living revolutionary in this country today. He has 
paid his dues! He paid his dues! How many white folks you kill today? ... 
Yes, politics IS war without bloodshed; and war is an extension of those 
politics. But there is no politics in this country that is relevant to us... to 
black people.*” 
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Stokely Carmichael extended the point: 


The major enemy is the honky .. . THAT’s the major enemy! THAT is the 
major enemy! And whenever anybody prepares for revolutionary warfare, 
you concentrate on the major enemy. We’re not strong enough to fight each 
other and also fight him. We WILL not fight each other today! We WILL 
not fight each other. There will BE no fights in the black community among 
black people. There will just be people who will be offed. There will be no 
fights, there will be no disruptions. We are going to be united! ... Now 
then, some people may not understand brother Rap when he talked about 
whom we ally with. He said we have to ally with Mexican Americans, 
Puerto Ricans, and the dispossessed people of the earth; he did not mention 
poor whites. ... Who do you think has more hatred pent up in them, white 
people for black people, or black people for white people? White people for 
black people, obviously. The hatred has been more. What have we done to 
them for them to build up this hatred? Absolutely nothing. Yet . . . we don’t 
even want to have the chance to hate them for what they’ve done to us, and 
if hate should be justified we have the best justification in the world for hat- 
ing the honkys! We have it! We have it! We have it!*® 


SNCC, as much as any organization, had given birth to the idea of 
forming a Black Panther Party. SNCC was born in the South out of the 
early 1960s fight against Jim Crow. Perhaps more than any other orga- 
nization, it was responsible for mobilizing the nonviolent civil disobe- 
dience that brought de jure racial segregation to its knees. From 1965 
through 1967, SNCC had nurtured the shift of a militant younger gener- 
ation toward black nationalism and the call for Black Power. As SNCC 
chairman, Stokely Carmichael had initiated several Black Panther orga- 
nizations in various cities in 1967. Yet even as SNCC spread the pow- 
erful message of Black Power, the organization had never developed 
a practical strategy to sustain these Black Panther organizations or 
the broader movement politically. SNCC had no real constituency, no 
effective tactics, no institutional framework for advancing Black Power 
politics. By Huey’s birthday on February 17, 1968, SNCC was starting 
to collapse. 

The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense filled the vacuum left by 
SNCC. Among black nationalists and the Left, Newton was now 
widely viewed as a political prisoner: a radical activist being railroaded 
to prison for his politics. Using the political framework it had devel- 
oped following Sacramento, the Black Panther Party could now turn 
all its energies toward freeing him. If SNCC was the mother and the 
Black Panther Party the child, then on the very stage that SNCC and 
the Black Panther Party had announced their merger to the world, the 
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Panthers, as every child must, now left its mother behind to strike out 
on its own. 

The SNCC leaders criticized the Panthers’ politics of aligning with 
white leftists, including their decisions to hire a white lawyer and raise 
money from whites to defend Huey. More broadly, SNCC leaders sug- 
gested that the Black Panther Party was good at particular tactics but 
not a fully effective political entity. SNCC, its leadership suggested, 
was the senior partner in the SNNC-Black Panther Party alliance, the 
partner with the stronger overarching political view. In his February 
17 speech, Carmichael implied that the Black Panther Party for Self- 
Defense was principally concerned with self-defense activities, or at 
least ought to be. 

In the next issue of the Black Panther, the Party dropped “for Self- 
Defense” from its name and became simply the Black Panther Party.*” 
While the rhetoric of the SNCC leaders roused as much enthusiasm 
from the crowd at Huey’s birthday celebration rally as did the speeches 
by Panther leaders, the Panthers were the ones with a practical pro- 
gram. Several thousand people left the Oakland Auditorium that night 
with a shared commitment to help “Free Huey!” °° 

The Black Panther Party was now a key model for the new Black 
Power politics. According to the Panthers, black communities were col- 
onies within the mother country. The oppressive imperial American 
state denied black people political and economic power, so blacks had 
no moral obligation to obey its laws. They had a moral obligation to 
resist. In particular, the Party politicized black people’s conflicts with 
the police. The police were not officers of justice—they were pigs, foul 
traducers, and foreign troops oppressing black people. Those who 
challenged the police were not criminals—they were anti-imperialists. 
The “Free Huey!” campaign rejected the legitimacy of the police and 
demanded Huey’s freedom irrespective of the details of the case. The 
Panthers turned the charges around and put America on trial. 

Building upon foundations laid after Sacramento, the “Free Huey!” 
campaign drew strong support from SNCC and leading Black Power 
activists, on the one hand, and the Peace and Freedom Party and the 
broader Left, on the other. Then, in April, the living symbol of the 
insurgent Civil Rights Movement, who for many embodied that move- 
ment’s continuing promise, was extinguished. 


Martyrs 


On Thursday, April 4, 1968, at 6:01 p.M., Martin Luther King Jr. 
stepped onto the balcony outside his second-floor room at the Lorraine 
Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee. King and his aides were in Memphis 
organizing support for a strike by thirteen hundred black sanitation 
workers. The effort was part of King’s new emphasis on the alleviation 
of poverty and opposition to the Vietnam War. King’s fame brought 
widespread attention to the sanitation workers’ strike, and over the 
previous week, conflicts between police and black strike supporters 
had become violent. 

King had returned to the hotel after a long day of organizing and 
was headed to dinner. He wore a black silk suit and white shirt. Jesse 
Jackson, one of King’s associates standing in the courtyard below, 
introduced Ben Branch, a musician from Chicago who was scheduled 
to play at the rally that evening. King took hold of the green iron bal- 
cony railing and leaned over it to chat. “Do you know Ben?” Jackson 
asked. “Yes, that’s my man!” King beamed. King asked Branch to play 
the gospel favorite “Precious Lord, Take My Hand,” at the rally. A 
shot rang out, and the bullet tore through the base of the right side of 
King’s neck. An hour later, at 7:05, doctors at St. Joseph’s Hospital pro- 
nounced King dead.! 

That evening, Black Memphis erupted with fires, broken windows, 
and sporadic attacks on police with bricks, bottles, and some gunfire. 
Over the next three weeks, violent rebellions swept the nation, igniting 
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communities in more than 120 cities. Black neighborhoods in Wash- 
ington, D.C., Baltimore, and Chicago were devastated. President John- 
son deployed forty-four thousand soldiers and National Guardsmen to 
restore order. Police arrested twenty-one thousand, and forty-six peo- 
ple were killed.? 

By the time of King’s assassination, a wide rift had opened in the 
Black Liberation Struggle. On one side were moderate organizations 
such as the Urban League and the National Association for the Advance- 
ment of Colored People. As the movement successfully challenged legal 
segregation, these venerable groups offered vital legal and institutional 
support.’ But in the civil rights insurgency that peaked in the early 
19608, these organizations played a supportive role, rather than leading 
the sit-ins, marches, and frontline civil disobedience. With formal seg- 
regation defeated by the late 1960s, leaders like Urban League director 
Whitney Young and NAACP director Roy Wilkins joined the establish- 
ment, seeking to consolidate the gains of formal racial equality. On the 
other side, young activists—frustrated by the lack of material progress, 
particularly in the urban areas outside the South—sought new, often 
more confrontational ways of advancing Black Power. 

In the months before his death, King endeavored to bridge these 
divergent paths. More than any other individual, King was widely 
revered for his role in helping to destroy Jim Crow. With this stature, he 
could not easily be ignored nor repressed. Further, King and his organi- 
zation—the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)—had a 
strong base rooted in the black churches of the South and had worked 
closely with other organizations both in supporting and leading front- 
line civil disobedience. As the movement defeated Jim Crow and the 
challenge to legal segregation became moot, King increasingly cham- 
pioned the struggle against poverty and publicly opposed the war in 
Vietnam—gaining the cautious respect of the radical young activists. 
His leftward turn toward anti-imperialism increasingly incurred the 
wrath of the establishment. 

Shortly before his death, King told reporters, “Our program calls for 
a redistribution of economic power.” Blacks, he explained, must help 
lead the struggle “to reform the structure of racist imperialism from 
within.”4 An article in the New York Times Magazine right before his 
death explained that King had “come to believe that war and poverty 
are inseparable issues.” King’s “plans are calculated to disturb what- 
ever peace of mind the President enjoys these days.” 3 King was leading 
plans for an interracial march in the nation’s capital that would mobi- 
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lize thousands of poor people and their supporters to “re-establish that 
the real issue is not violence or nonviolence, but poverty and neglect.” *® 
King’s persistent insurgency angered the Johnson administration, which 
trumpeted recent civil rights victories. Despite their history of work- 
ing together, Dr. King and President Johnson had been “virtually out 
of touch since Dr. King began to condemn the Administration’s policy 
in Vietnam two years ago,” the New York Times explained in a front- 
page article published just days before King’s assassination.’ 

An establishment chorus denounced King’s Poor People’s March as 
well as his increasingly vigorous opposition to the Vietnam War. Robert 
Byrd, the Democratic senator of West Virginia, called King a “self- 
seeking rabble rouser” and called for a restraining order to block the 
planned April demonstrations against poverty.’ The day before King 
was killed, a federal court had issued a restraining order prohibiting him 
from holding a demonstration in Memphis. Angry and defiant, King 
called the order “illegal and unconstitutional,” and refused to obey it.’ 

But when King died, the establishment quickly put aside its wrath 
and sought to claim him as a martyr for America. On the evening after 
King’s assassination, President Johnson addressed the nation, asking 
“every citizen to reject the blind violence that has struck Dr. King, who 
lived by non-violence.” The president emphasized King’s nonviolent 
tactics and ignored the insurgent character of his leadership, appropri- 
ating the symbolism of King’s death for America: “Martin Luther King 
stands with our other American martyrs in the cause of freedom and 
justice.” 10 

The following day, on April 5, President Johnson attended a memo- 
rial for King at the Washington Cathedral. He entered the cathedral 
with an entourage that included Roy Wilkins; Whitney M. Young Jr.; 
Thurgood Marshall, the civil rights lawyer appointed by Johnson as 
the first black Supreme Court justice; Chief Justice Earl Warren, who 
crafted the landmark Brown v. Board civil rights decision; Robert 
Weaver, Johnson’s secretary of housing and urban development and 
the first black member of a presidential cabinet; Vice President Hubert 
Humphrey; and Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford.!! The message 
was clear: Johnson was signaling his administration’s commitment to 
racial equality and its support of the civil rights establishment. 

Johnson presented King as an “American martyr” sacrificed to the 
cause of formal racial equality embraced by the establishment and 
embodied in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 
1965. Every avowed presidential candidate at the time, including for- 
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mer Republican Vice President Richard Nixon, Senators Robert Ken- 
nedy and Eugene McCarthy, and Vice President Humphrey, flew to 
Atlanta to attend Dr. King’s funeral on April 9, as did fifty congress- 
men, thirty senators, and several state governors.!? Young black activ- 
ists at the funeral complained that the politicians were “vote-seeking” 
and crying “crocodile tears.” 13 

With King gone, the SCLC no longer offered an effective conduit 
for the realization of black political aspirations. Without King’s celeb- 
rity and credibility, SCLC had difficulty attracting participation in the 
Poor People’s Campaign, and its protests drew less public attention and 
support from allies. SCLC initiated fewer and fewer insurgent protests 
and saw its membership and funding wither.'* “People had confidence 
in him,” explained SCLC leader Andrew Young in July 1968, but they 
“have not demonstrated a willingness to take us [the post-King leader- 
ship] seriously.” !° 

The rift between the civil rights establishment and young urban 
blacks became harder to bridge. Stokely Carmichael, the preeminent 
voice of the young guard, held a press conference the day after King’s 
assassination and declared, “I think white America made its biggest 
mistake when she killed Dr. King last night because when she killed 
Dr. King last night, she killed all reasonable hope. When she killed Dr. 
King last night she killed the one man of our race that this country’s 
older generations, the militants and the revolutionaries, and the masses 
of black people would still listen to. Even though sometimes he did not 
agree with them, they would still listen to him.” 16 


LIL’ BOBBY HUTTON 


On the evening of April 6, two days after King’s death, at a little after 
9:00 P.M., three carloads of armed Black Panthers pulled over to the 
curb on Union and 28th Streets in largely black west Oakland. Eldridge 
Cleaver was driving the lead car, an old white Ford with a Florida license 
plate that a member of the Peace and Freedom Party had donated to 
the Panthers. The entourage included David Hilliard, seventeen-year- 
old Lil’ Bobby Hutton, and six other rank-and-file Panthers." Cleaver 
opened the door and walked around to the passenger side of the Ford, 
reportedly to urinate. A moment later, several police cars pulled up and 
shined a spotlight on Cleaver. Words were exchanged, then gunfire. 
The Panthers ran for cover, the police quickly cordoned off a two-block 
area, and neighbors gathered in the streets. An hour and a half later, 
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Cleaver, having been shot in the foot and rear, his lungs burning from 
tear gas and firebomb smoke, emerged stark naked from a burning 
basement, surrendered, and was taken into custody. Lil’ Bobby Hutton 
emerged from the basement unarmed. Police shot him dead.'® 

The following day, Bobby Seale held a press conference. Speaking 
quietly and carefully, he charged the police with racism, repression, 
and murder: “Bobby Hutton had his hands in the air, and was shot 
and murdered” by the Oakland police. Seale and Charles R. Garry, the 
Panthers’ lawyer, called for the indictment of the policemen who had 
killed Bobby Hutton. Seale described the shoot-out as an ambush by 
police, and explained that the Panthers bore arms in self-defense. He 
noted, “A panther never attacks anyone, but when he is pushed into 
a corner... like the brothers were last night, he has one thing to do: 
to defend himself.” The Black Panthers wanted peace, he explained, 
but peace could be obtained only through armed self-defense. “Our 
brother Martin Luther King exhausted all means of nonviolence.” ” 

At the April 12 funeral for Hutton, two thousand people packed into 
the Ephesian Church of God in Christ in Berkeley, with a hundred uni- 
formed Black Panthers forming the honor guard. The Reverend E.E. 
Cleveland called down “shame” on the powerful for failing to improve 
the lot of blacks. After the service, the Panthers held an outdoor rally 
and proclaimed that Bobby Hutton had been assassinated because of 
his Panther politics. Now Seale was angry. “There are pigs on tops of 
the library behind you. They are up there on other buildings. . . . They 
must know that every time these racist pigs attack us we are going 
to defend ourselves.” Seale cried out, “Free Huey!” and the crowd 
answered: “Free Huey!”?° 

The Black Panther leadership charged that Hutton had posed a chal- 
lenge to racism and that the police had killed him to repress this chal- 
lenge. From prison, Cleaver wrote his account of the shoot-out, pub- 
lished in Ramparts: 


The Oakland Police Department MURDERED Little Bobby, and they can- 
not have that as a victory.... We must all swear by Little Bobby’s blood 
that we will not rest until Chief Gains is brought to justice, either in the 
courts or in the streets; and until the bloodthirsty troops of the Oakland 
Police Department no longer exist in the role of an occupying army with 
its boots on the neck of the black community, with its guns aimed at the 
black community’s head, an evil force with its sword of terror thrust into 
the heart of the black community. That’s what Little Bobby would ask 
you to do, Brothers and Sisters, put an end to the terror—by any means 
necessary.*! 
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Many notables joined the Panthers in praising Hutton’s courage and 
contribution to the Black Liberation Struggle. Stokely Carmichael said, 
“Hutton understood that power comes out of the barrel of a gun.” Betty 
Shabazz, the widow of Malcolm X, sent a telegram: “Shot down like 
a common animal, he died a warrior for black liberation.” A group 
of professors from the University of California, the University of San 
Francisco, San Francisco State College, and San Jose State College called 
for an investigation of the Oakland Police Department by the U.S. Civil 
Service Commission.” Harry Edwards, professor of sociology at San 
Jose State and a prime mover behind the successful movement for black 
athletes to boycott the 1968 Olympics, said, “You can no longer ignore 
the Black Panthers” and announced his intention to join.23 Marlon 
Brando attended Hutton’s funeral and said, “That could have been my 
son lying there.”*4 A letter to the editor of the San Francisco Chronicle, 
signed by a list of notables that included James Baldwin, Ossie Davis, 
Elizabeth Hardwick, LeRoi Jones, Oscar Lewis, Norman Mailer, Floyd 
McKissick, and Susan Sontag, compared the murder of Hutton to the 
murder of King: “Both were acts of racism against persons who had 
taken a militant stand on the right of black people to determine the con- 
ditions of their own lives. Both were attacks aimed at destroying this 
nation’s black leadership.”?° 


NEW DAY IN BABYLON 


By 1968, the Civil Rights Movement had unraveled as the defeat of 
formal racial subordination eliminated targets for effective civil rights 
mobilization. But more than any other figure, King had embodied the 
promise of liberation through nonviolence and appeals to American 
morality. His persistence as he sought to broaden the civil rights struggle 
to address war and poverty kept hope alive. For many young activists, 
when King died, the promise of the civil rights struggle died with him. 

De facto racial subordination of black people persisted. Many 
schools, neighborhoods, and professions remained segregated in prac- 
tice. Many police departments, fire departments, and local govern- 
ments in areas with large black populations remained exclusively or 
predominantly white. Many black people remained locked in poverty 
and in squalor. And in some holdout areas, such as “Bloody Lowndes” 
County, Alabama, protection of black residents’ civil rights was seri- 
ously lacking well past the passage of the federal 1964 Civil Rights Act 
and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. 
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But by 1968, even in “Bloody Lowndes,” the political dynamic 
had changed.”° As the Civil Rights Movement dismantled Jim Crow 
through the mid-1960s, it ironically undercut its own viability as an 
insurgent movement. Whereas activists could sit in at lunch counters 
or sit black and white together on a bus or insist on registering to vote 
where they had traditionally been excluded, they were often uncertain 
how to nonviolently disrupt black unemployment, substandard hous- 
ing, poor medical care, or police brutality. And when activists did suc- 
ceed in disrupting these social processes nonviolently, they often found 
themselves facing very different enemies and lacking the broad allied 
support that civil rights activists had attained when challenging formal 
segregation. By 1968, the civil rights practice of nonviolent civil disobe- 
dience against racial exclusion had few obvious targets and could no 
longer generate massive and widespread participation.” 

Civil rights as an ideal remained more important than ever. Black 
activists continued to emulate the nonviolent direct action of the Civil 
Rights Movement’s heyday in their struggles for school busing, eco- 
nomic opportunity, and affirmative action. For decades to come, count- 
less black activists would work tirelessly in the legal and political are- 
nas to bring to fruition the seeds of racial equality planted by the Civil 
Rights Movement. And many others would emulate the Civil Rights 
Movement in pursuing their own environmental, identity, and social 
causes. 

But black liberation activists who were committed to continued 
nonviolent insurgency had no coherent alternative politics for which 
to claim King. Because of his fame and stature, King had remained a 
threat to the establishment. Actions he participated in garnered wide 
attention and support that they could not have attracted without him. 
But King had yet to convert that fame and stature into a viable practi- 
cal basis of a new insurgency. Thus, there was no viable new insurgent 
movement that could claim King as its martyr. 

President Johnson and the American establishment sought to appro- 
priate King as an American martyr: a powerful symbol for American 
democracy. Members of the establishment quickly forgot King’s con- 
tinued insurgency and his efforts to broaden the struggle. Instead, they 
sought to make King their own, trumpeting racial progress to burnish 
American democratic credentials. Lacking the practical means to sus- 
tain civil rights insurgency and eager to join the establishment, the 
moderate civil rights leadership quickly embraced this symbolism. 

In this environment, Lil’ Bobby Hutton became a very different kind 
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of martyr from King. He was virtually unknown and ignored by the 
establishment. Hutton had died standing up to the brutal Oakland 
police; he died for black self-determination; he died defying American 
empire like Lumumba and Che and hundreds of thousands of Viet- 
namese had before him. Unlike King in 1968, Lil’ Bobby Hutton repre- 
sented a coherent insurgent alternative to political participation in the 
United States—armed self-defense against the police and commitment 
to the revolutionary politics of the Black Panther Party. 

Eldridge Cleaver wrote, “If we understand ourselves to be revolu- 
tionaries, and if we accept our historic task, then we can move beyond 
the halting steps that we’ve been taking. ... Then there will be a new 
day in Babylon.”?8 So long as King persisted in his efforts to broaden 
civil rights insurgency, many young activists held on to the hope that 
he would succeed. But when King and Hutton were killed, a new 
day arrived. As the federal government inched toward establishing a 
national holiday in honor of Martin Luther King Jr., Hutton became 
the first martyr of the Panther revolution. 


ECLIPSING SNCC 


In the spring of 1968, the Black Panthers joined forces with the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to begin discussions with Third 
World representatives in the United Nations in an effort to advance 
their program. The Panthers sought support for the “Free Huey!” cam- 
paign and for a proposed black plebiscite. The goal of the plebiscite, 
according to Eldridge Cleaver, was to give blacks in America the oppor- 
tunity to vote “whether they want to be separated into a sovereign 
nation of their own, with full status and rights with the other nations 
of the world, including UN membership and diplomatic recognition by 
the other nations of the world.” Malcolm X had earlier publicized this 
notion. James Forman, then jointly appointed the chairman of interna- 
tional affairs of SNCC and the minister of foreign affairs of the Black 
Panthers, conducted an informal poll of key U.N. representatives and 
found some support for the proposed plebiscite.?? 

Underlining the importance of the proposal, on May 4, the Black 
Panther Party expanded point ten of its Ten Point Program to read, 
“We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace, 
and as our major political objective, a united nations supervised plebi- 
scite to be held throughout the black colony in which only black colo- 
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nial subjects will be allowed to participate, for the purpose of deter- 
mining the will of black people as to their national destiny.” *° 

The Panthers and SNCC developed plans for a high-profile joint 
delegation to the United Nations in July. But by the time of the trip, 
tensions were building within SNCC, and the organization was strug- 
gling to redefine itself in the post-civil rights era. Stokely Carmichael 
and James Forman wrestled for control, advancing different visions of 
SNCC’s role within the Black Power movement and of its relationship 
with the Panthers.*! 

Forman and Carmichael both traveled to Oakland for the “Free 
Huey!” rally at the start of Newton’s trial on July 15.32 Then, on July 19, 
both Forman and Carmichael traveled to New York for a Panther press 
conference at the United Nations and a series of community rallies in 
Harlem, Brooklyn, and Newark to support the plebiscite. There, they 
met up with a Panther contingent that included Chairman Bobby Seale, 
Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver, Chief of Staff David Hil- 
liard, Father Earl Neil, Minister of Education George Murray, and Field 
Marshall Donald Cox. Fliers were printed, and a flurry of meetings 
were called to advance the U.N. campaign. A Panther press statement 
said that in addition to support for the “Free Huey!” campaign and the 
black plebiscite, the Panthers were calling upon “the member nations of 
the United Nations to authorize the stationing of UN Observer Teams 
throughout the cities of America wherein black people are cooped up 
and concentrated in wretched ghettos.” After meeting with several U.N. 
delegations and talking with the press, the Black Panthers filed for sta- 
tus as an official “nongoverning organization” of the United Nations.’ 
While the notion of the black plebiscite was intriguing to many, it failed 
to gain traction. 

Underneath the united activity, SNCC was fragmenting. The evi- 
dence suggests that the Black Panthers sided with Carmichael against 
Forman. On Wednesday July 24, a delegation of Carmichael supporters 
and Panthers confronted Forman at his office on Fifth Avenue in New 
York City. The press reported allegations that a Black Panther stuck 
an unloaded pistol into Forman’s mouth and squeezed the trigger three 
times, but Forman denied the story.34 Nonetheless, shortly after the 
July trip to New York, SNCC sided with Forman, passing a resolution 
terminating Stokely Carmichael’s position, and officially cutting off 
their relationship with the Panthers. The SNCC resolution claimed that 
Carmichael had engaged “in a power struggle both within and outside 
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of S.N.C.C. with another organization member (Forman) which... 
threatened the existence” of SNCC.* 

With Jim Crow vanquished and SNCC struggling to transition out 
of the South and remain politically relevant, the Black Panther Party 
captured the imagination of the younger generation of black activists. 
Legendary SNCC founder Ella Baker, speaking in 1968, explained 
SNCC’s predicament: “S.N.C.C. came North when the North was in a 
ferment that led to various interpretations of what needed to be done. 
With its own frustrations, it could not take the pacesetter role it took 
in the South. They were unable to sense that the milieu and factors of 
change were more than they had dealt with before. And the frustra- 
tion that came to individuals that had gone through the Southern expe- 
rience rendered them unable to make a historical decision that per- 
haps their days were over.”*° The New York Times noted the Panthers’ 
eclipse of SNCC: “The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, 
which emerged from the rural South eight years ago to become a pace- 
setter in the national Civil Rights movement, is in serious decline. It has 
lost much of its power and influence to the northern slum-born Black 
Panthers.” 3” 


ALLIES 


On May 14, Kathleen Cleaver announced Eldridge’s candidacy for the 
Peace and Freedom Party nomination for president. Eldridge was tem- 
porarily in Vacaville Prison on a parole violation stemming from the 
confrontation with police in which Bobby Hutton had been killed. 
The conflict increased Cleaver’s notoriety, and the Black Panther car- 
ried a full-page promotion of his candidacy for president, along with 
a full-page spread on Kathleen Cleaver’s campaign for the California 
State Assembly. The Panthers saw both campaigns as opportunities to 
build influence and broaden their support within the Left. Kathleen’s 
candidacy directly challenged Willie Brown, the popular incumbent 
black California state assemblyman who had refused to support the 
Panthers. Eldridge Cleaver’s run for president represented disaffec- 
tion with both the Democratic and Republican Parties and was, in the 
words of the New York Times, an effort “to use the traditional elec- 
tion process to win an audience and to organize for the radical move- 
ment.” As Eldridge explained in a “black paper” presented at a Peace 
and Freedom Party convention, the Panthers sought to “focus atten- 
tion... ona revolutionary leader with a revolutionary program within 


Martyrs | 125 


the conventional political context. ...In practical terms, this kind of 
campaign becomes another tool for political organization for black 
power. .. . We want to pull people out of the Democratic Party, out of 
the Republican Party, and swell the ranks of the Black Panther Party 
and the Peace and Freedom Party.” 38 

After building an alliance with Latinos within the Peace and Free- 
dom Party and after a series of state primaries and much wrangling, 
Eldridge Cleaver emerged as the clear favorite. On August 18, he for- 
mally secured the nomination of the national Peace and Freedom Party 
convention as its candidate for president of the United States with 161.5 
delegate votes, outshining the 54 votes for the runner-up, civil rights 
activist and comedian Dick Gregory.*? 

On August 25, the Panthers held a rally at De Fremery Park in west 
Oakland that they ceremoniously renamed Bobby Hutton Memorial 
Park in honor of the martyred Panther youth. The rally attracted a cross- 
section of Panther supporters, bringing them together to strengthen 
their anti-imperialist identity, binding them across race and social posi- 
tion to forge a revolutionary rejection of American empire.*° 

The crowd gathered in the hot sun and under the cool shade of the 
park’s oaks to listen to the speakers and show their support for Huey 
Newton. Although Hutton Park lies in the heart of Black west Oak- 
land, more than half the people who turned out that day were whites, 
Latinos, and Asian Americans. The crowd was a rich tapestry of the 
times and vividly represented the diverse allies that increasingly sup- 
ported the Black Panther Party. Hundreds sat on the grass, mostly 
young nonblack activists. Some were older and more professional look- 
ing, such as the woman in her fifties with a striped blouse and permed 
blonde hair sitting behind two young activists, one wearing a leather 
vest and the other without a shirt. Hundreds more, mostly black, stood 
stretched out across the park, under the trees, near the neighboring 
houses, squeezing into view of the stage. There were well over a thou- 
sand people in all. A heavyset man in his thirties—almost twice the age 
of many Panthers—with short cropped hair and wearing a checkered 
button-down shirt leaned back with arms crossed and chewed on a cig- 
arette butt as he listened to the speakers. Another black man, tall and 
muscular with a goatee and Italian felt hat, stood nearby, crossed his 
arms, and listened. A woman in her early twenties wearing a paisley 
print dress and head wrap and sandals and adorned with gold brace- 
lets and hoop earrings held her fingers to her lips and tilted her head 
pensively. A heavyset grandmother with a print dress and Malcolm X 
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glasses held up her homemade “Free Huey” banner with both hands, 
and her grandchildren stood nearby with homemade “Free Huey” 
headbands, complete with flower ornaments. Dozens of photographers 
weaved through the crowd snapping photos. Uniformed Panthers stood 
at attention along the periphery for the crowd to see. Another Pan- 
ther strode pointedly through the crowd, talking logistics into a boxy 
walkie-talkie with an antenna the size of a fishing rod. Police were scat- 
tered along the park’s edges, with helicopters circling above them for 
backup. 

At the front of the park sat the Peace and Freedom Party bus, its roof 
sporting a stage platform and sound system. The bus featured a large 
“Free Huey!” sign with dozens of bumper stickers supporting Cleaver’s 
presidential campaign as the Peace and Freedom candidate. A Black 
Panther security squad of two dozen young men lined up in front of 
the bus facing the crowd. They wore white T-shirts emblazoned with 
the Panther logo and “Black Panther Party” in bold print, each wear- 
ing black pants and a black beret cocked to the right. Bobby Seale 
spoke, then Stokely Carmichael, and next Kathleen Cleaver. Allies 
Reies Tijerina—the Chicano insurgent leader—Richard Aoki, and Bob 
Avakian took turns speaking. 

Someone cleared the mike and all eyes turned for the main event, the 
speech by Eldridge, the newly anointed national candidate for president 
on the Peace and Freedom Party ticket. Cleaver exhorted the multi- 
racial audience to “Free Huey!” He reminded his listeners of their col- 
lective identity—their shared rejection of American power—and of the 
importance of their struggle: “I would love to sit around on my ass 
drinking wine, smoking pot and making love to my wife, but I can’t 
afford to be doing that while all these pigs are loose. ... Here I am, 
a convict. A whole lot of respectable people have nominated me for 
President. I’m not going to get elected... ’m a symbol of dissent, of 
rejection. Every page of American history is written in human blood, 
and we can’t endorse it. We cannot endorse it. Close it! Close the moth- 
erfucker and put it on the shelf.” *! 


Origins of the New Left 


The multiracial New Left would prove a crucial ally of the Black 
Panther Party. Even before the founding of the Black Panther Party, 
Black Power helped to spark draft resistance and the development 
of the New Left. The New Left’s own self-understanding evolved in 
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relation to Black Liberation Struggle. In the wake of the Civil Rights 
Movement, the New Left imagined itself a revolutionary partner in 
Black Liberation. Stepping back and tracing the development of the 
New Left is key to understanding why it would so ardently embrace 
the Black Panther Party. 

Students for a Democratic Society, the main New Left organization, 
grew in part out of student involvement in the Civil Rights Movement 
of the early 1960s. It had a young, privileged, and predominantly white 
constituency. It was not anti-imperialist in the beginning. In the early 
19608, SDS spurned active draft resistance. As late as mid-1965, it had 
only three thousand nominal members nationally and little influence. 
The major growth of the New Left came with draft resistance between 
1966 and 1968. This draft resistance built upon SDS’s embrace of rev- 
olutionary anti-imperialism and the Black Liberation Struggle. 

Contrary to popular thought, draft resistance was not simply a 
response to high rates of military induction. The U.S. government con- 
ducted a military draft continuously from the time before the nation’s 
entrance into World War II until the draft ended in 1973. Throughout 
this period, there was little opposition to the draft until widespread 
resistance began in 1967. In fact, almost ten times as many young men 
were drafted annually during the height of World War I—with a peak 
of more than 3.3 million draftees in 1943—than during the Vietnam 
War. Yet there was relatively little resistance to the draft. Similarly, 
draft resistance was negligible during the Korean War despite the fact 
that almost twice as many young men were drafted per year as during 
the Vietnam War—peaking at 551,806 in 1951. When wide draft resis- 
tance first erupted in 1967, annual inductions were only 228,263.% 

Through the first half of the twentieth century, open draft resistance 
was not a viable political option. When a war effort was widely consid- 
ered legitimate, heavy repression could be leveraged against those who 
refused to fight for their country. During World War I, conscientious 
objectors were beaten, tortured, locked in solitary confinement, and 
some were sentenced to death, though never executed. During World 
War II, some conscientious objectors were used for live human medi- 
cal testing, such as experiments subjecting them to repeated lice bites.44 

As the Johnson administration began to escalate the Vietnam War 
in 1965, most Americans still saw draft resistance as cowardly or even 
traitorous. A national poll that year found that 63 percent of Ameri- 
cans favored the draft and only 13 percent opposed it. Early acts of 
resistance were sometimes met with public violence. On March 31, 
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1966, 11 clean-cut white pacifists protested the draft in front of the 
district courthouse in South Boston. As the protest was announced 
on the radio, antagonistic counterdemonstrators began to arrive. This 
shouting crowd of around 250 soon surrounded the pacifists, calling 
them “cowards.” When four pacifists took out their draft cards and lit 
them on fire, the hostility exploded, with members of the mob shouting 
“Shoot them!” and “Kill them!” and then knocking the demonstrators 
to the ground and beating them.*° 

Although popular imagery portrays draft resisters as mostly white, 
black SNCC activists were among the first to mobilize resistance to 
the draft during the Vietnam War. SNCC activists almost universally 
opposed the war, and they had good reason.** In 1966, the Pentagon 
admitted that “proportionately more Negroes have been killed in Viet- 
nam ground combat than other Americans.”*” SNCC activists asked 
why black Americans should serve a country and a government that 
disrespected and mistreated them because they were black. A sense of 
betrayal by the federal government also fostered black anti-imperialism 
and draft resistance, especially among black movement leaders.** 

With the emergence of “Black Power,” SNCC activists had inten- 
sified their opposition to the war, inventing the slogan “Hell no, we 
won’t go!” SNCC launched daily demonstrations at the Atlanta induc- 
tion center. Twelve blacks were arrested. By the fall of 1966, as white 
students began cautiously signing symbolic “We Won’t Go” statements, 
induction refusals by blacks were already widespread.*? 

Feeling politically isolated for his embrace of draft resistance, Stokely 
Carmichael, SNCC’s chairman, approached SDS for support.°*° In July 
1966, at Carmichael’s behest, SDS and SNCC published a joint state- 
ment to the House Committee on the Armed Services cosigned by Car- 
michael and Carl Oglesby, president of SDS. The statement marked a 
crucial step in the antiwar movement. It asserted the three part anti- 
imperialist analogy that would later be adopted and spread by the Black 
Panther Party. Carmichael and Oglesby argued that blacks, Vietnam- 
ese, and draftees shared a common oppressor, and asserted a powerful 
moral justification for resisting the draft: “In a supposedly ‘free soci- 
ety’ conscription is a form of legalized enslavement of the worst kind: a 
slave had to serve his master’s economic interest with labor and sweat; 
but a draftee must serve the ‘national interest’ with murder and his own 
blood. Black men in the United States are forced to kill their colored 
brothers in Vietnam for $95 a month and the risk of death, injury and 
disease; this is why we oppose the draft.” >! 
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Despite signing on to the joint statement, SDS had not yet fully 
embraced its implications and was still reluctant to organize draft resis- 
tance. Some smaller antiwar organizations such as End the Draft were 
trying to enlist SDS in draft resistance, but many SDSers were afraid 
of the repression likely to come with a serious challenge to the draft.°? 

This changed in October 1966 when SDS organized the Black Power 
conference in Berkeley—the same conference that encouraged Newton 
and Seale to found their party—and invited Stokely Carmichael as the 
keynote speaker. Carmichael focused most of his speech on the ques- 
tion of Vietnam. “The war in Vietnam is an illegal and immoral war,” 
he said. He compared the plight of black people in America to the plight 
of the Vietnamese. He argued that in order to be relevant to most peo- 
ple, SDS needed to start organizing draft resistance: “The peace move- 
ment has been a failure because it hasn’t gotten off the college campuses 
where everybody has a 2S and is not afraid of being drafted anyway.” *? 

In the months preceding the conference, while antiwar organizing 
was prevalent, there was little discussion of the draft on the UC Berkeley 
campus.** The Black Power conference, however, dramatically changed 
the focus of the campus antiwar movement. The day after Carmichael’s 
speech, the campus chapter of SDS, the organizers of the conference, 
formed an antidraft committee and distributed a flier inviting the pub- 
lic to a workshop that evening: “One of the purposes of the Black Power 
Conference has been to stimulate new ideas and discussions as to where 
the Movement at Berkeley will go from here. Black Power offers a chal- 
lenge to white radicals to organize themselves ... STOP THE WAR! 
STOP THE DRAFT! ... If you want to discuss possibilities of Direct 
Action to help stop the war and benefit yourself, come to the work- 
shops.” *> Other antidraft activities on campus followed. A week later, 
the campus Community for a New Politics organized a workshop called 
You and the Draft. An organization called Resistance launched on cam- 
pus and explained its position: “Today Vietnamese men, women and 
children will die. They will die at the end of an American soldier’s bay- 
onet, they will burn to death from the napalm dropped from American 
planes. These executions are performed daily by ordinary American 
guys, most of whom are not in Vietnam by choice. They were drafted. 
Our government ordered them there.” Within months, there was a del- 
uge of meetings, organizations, conferences, and protests on campuses 
across the country, all focused on the draft.** 

Less than two months after the Black Power conference, as the Pan- 
thers organized their first patrols in Oakland, SDS formally embraced 
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draft resistance at its National Council meeting at Berkeley.” An 
accompanying report published by SDS in January 1967 compared anti- 
draft resistance to “the revolt of slaves against their masters” and said 
that SDS was moving into a new phase, from “protest to resistance.” 38 

The new approach to draft resistance was compelling because of its 
universality. The black anti-imperialism championed by SNCC com- 
pared the plight of blacks in the United States with the plight of the 
Vietnamese and others throughout the world who were waging strug- 
gles against colonialism and imperialism. At SNCC’s invitation, stu- 
dent antiwar activists came to see themselves as fighting for their own 
liberation from the American empire. The imperial machinery of war 
that was inflicting havoc abroad was forcing America’s young to kill 
and die for a cause many did not believe in. Young activists came to see 
the draft as an imposition of empire on themselves just as the war was 
an imposition of empire on the Vietnamese.*? 

SDS leader Greg Calvert encapsulated this emerging view in the 
idea of “revolutionary consciousness” in a widely influential speech 
at Princeton University that February. Arguing that students them- 
selves were revolutionary subjects, Calvert sought to distinguish radi- 
cals from liberals, and he advanced “revolutionary consciousness” as 
the basis for a distinct and superior morality: “Radical or revolutionary 
consciousness . . . is the perception of oneself as unfree, as oppressed— 
and finally it is the discovery of oneself as one of the oppressed who 
must unite to transform the objective conditions of their existence in 
order to resolve the contradiction between potentiality and actuality. 
Revolutionary consciousness leads to the struggle for one’s own free- 
dom in unity with others who share the burden of oppression.” © 

The speech marked a watershed in the New Left’s self-conception.*! 
Coming to see itself as part of the global struggle of the Vietnamese 
against American imperialism and the black struggle against racist 
oppression, the New Left rejected the status quo as fundamentally 
immoral and embraced the morality of revolutionary challenge. From 
this vantage point, the Vietnam War was illegitimate, and draft resis- 
tance was an act of revolutionary heroism. 

As this radicalized draft resistance came to life, it had an explo- 
sive impact on an antiwar movement that had been weak and disori- 
ented. In the first few months of 1967, a flurry of “We Won’t Go” state- 
ments, antidraft unions, and pickets at induction centers took place 
throughout the country, many instigated by SDS, but some arising 
independently. 6? 
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A quarter million people turned out on April 15, 1967, for the Spring 
Mobilizations against the War in New York and San Francisco—the 
largest antiwar protest to date in American history. Speakers in New 
York included Martin Luther King Jr., James Bevel of the SCLC, Floyd 
McKissick of the Congress of Racial Equality, singer and civil rights 
activist Harry Belafonte, and Stokely Carmichael. As Carmichael spoke, 
members of the crowd shouted out “Black Power!” He called the war 
“brutal and racist” and demanded an end to the draft. Many marchers 
took up the chant started by SNCC: “Hell No, We Won’t Go!” Some 
protestors displayed flags of the National Liberation Front of Vietnam, 
asserting that they were not only appealing for America to have a bet- 
ter policy but also allying themselves with the Vietnamese revolution.®? 
In San Francisco, a contingent of black nationalists led the march car- 
rying a streamer that read “The Vietnam N.L.F. Never Called Us Nig- 
gers.” Keynote speaker Coretta Scott King, Martin Luther King’s wife, 
told the audience that “freedom and justice in America are bound 
together with freedom and justice in Vietnam.” Future Panther min- 
ister of information Eldridge Cleaver, at that time a representative of 
the Organization of African Unity, added, “We are against this racist, 
vicious power structure.” 

Because of the high stakes—potentially five years in prison—and the 
lack of wider support, very few had seriously considered public burning 
of draft cards as a viable tactic. But in unprecedented defiance of U.S. 
legitimacy, over 150 people burned their draft cards during the rally in 
Central Park that day.® 

Two weeks later, Muhammad Ali, the heavyweight boxing cham- 
pion of the world, refused induction, arousing further acts of draft 
resistance. Due in no small part to the influence of Malcolm X, early 
black resistance to the draft was widespread, not limited to SNCC. 
Muhammad Ali was a member of the Nation of Islam, recruited by 
Malcolm X in 1963. As heavyweight champion, he soon became a sym- 
bol of Black Power. Every time he stepped into the ring, much more 
than the title was at stake.®* In early 1966, as the demand for troops 
in Vietnam increased, the Selective Service System expanded its pool 
for draft eligibility, and Ali was reclassified as I-A—ready and eligi- 
ble.6” In February 1966—months before SDS’s first tentative support 
of SNCC’s antidraft stance—Ali told the press, “I’m a member of the 
Black Muslims and we don’t go to wars unless they are declared by 
Allah himself. I don’t have no personal quarrel with those Vietcong.” ®* 

Ali’s statement posed a clear challenge to the legitimacy of the war 
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effort, and many politicians were quick to condemn him. Pennsylvania 
congressman Frank Clark called Ali “a complete and total disgrace 
to the land.” When Ali, then still using his original name, Cassius 
Clay, refused to apologize for his remarks, Governor Kerner of Illinois, 
Mayor Daley of Chicago, and other political figures sought to cancel 
his scheduled championship fight in Chicago.”° Closed-circuit telecasts 
of his fights were banned in Boston, Miami Beach, and elsewhere.”! 
The government confiscated his passport.”2 

On April 28, 1967, the day Ali was to be inducted into the army and 
two weeks after the card burning in Central Park, young black protes- 
tors including H. Rap Brown flocked to the induction center in Hous- 
ton. When Ali’s name was called, he refused to step forward. “Why 
should they ask me and other so-called Negroes to put on a uniform 
and go 10,000 miles from home,” Ali explained to the press, “and drop 
bombs on brown people in Viet Nam while so-called Negro people in 
Louisville are treated like dogs and denied simple human rights?”” Ali 
was sentenced to a maximum penalty of five years in jail and a $10,000 
fine for refusing induction.” 

Ali’s actions, on the heels of the Central Park card burning, sug- 
gested that widespread draft resistance was possible. Many in govern- 
ment and the press worried that if the resistance grew large enough, the 
war effort might be compromised. The influential New York Times col- 
umnist Tom Wicker explained, 


The issue raised by the remarkable Ali remains, because he has made it 
quite clear that whether or not the courts finally rule in his favor, whether 
or not the Government, in both its administrative and judicial processes, 
has given his claims due and fair hearing—whether or not, in short, his 
position is legally justified, he will simply refuse to serve in the armed 
forces. ... What would happen if all young men of draft age took the same 
position? ... If the Johnson Administration had to prosecute 100,000 
Americans in order to maintain its authority, its real power to pursue the 
Vietnamese war or any other policy would be crippled if not destroyed. It 
would then be faced not with dissent, but with civil disobedience on a scale 
amounting to revolt.” 


Preparations were under way for massive antiwar protests in Wash- 
ington, D.C., and Oakland in October 1967. Smaller actions were 
planned for the same time in Los Angeles, Portland, Denver, Kansas City, 
St. Louis, Chicago, Des Moines, Cedar Rapids, St. Paul, Boston, New 
York, Philadelphia, Ann Arbor, Yellow Springs, Champaign-Urbana, 
Bloomington, Puerto Rico, and London.” Following the ghetto rebel- 
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lions in July, the National Mobilization Committee to End the War 
in Vietnam (MOBE), a national coalition of peace organizations, an- 
nounced at a press conference that it supported the urban uprisings 
and said that the actions planned for October would “obstruct the war 
machine.” MOBE proclaimed there was “only one struggle—for self- 
determination—and we support it in Vietnam and in black America.””’ 

A new spirit had swept the antiwar movement. That October, draft 
card burnings increased almost tenfold.”* Activist scholars Paul Lauter 
and Florence Howe described the spontaneous outbreak of a draft card 
burning at the Pentagon: 


Suddenly as the daylight died two or three tiny flames burst from differ- 
ent places in the crowd. There was only red in the west, and the earth was 
black, when dozens of draft cards began to burn, held aloft, amid increas- 
ing cheers and applause. One by one, the lights flickered, burned, then went 
out. The burnings traveled to the other side of the Mall, beyond the sol- 
diers that split our large group from a small one on the right, and eventu- 
ally down to the grassy plains below. The sight silenced even the cheering.” 


Thousands of draft resisters stormed the Pentagon. Military police 
and U.S. marshals beat the demonstrators and released tear gas, reoccu- 
pying the grounds yard by yard. Among the protestors, 647 were arrested 
and 47 hospitalized.*° A line had been crossed. No longer were the stu- 
dents and antiwar activists simply Americans expressing their view 
within established channels. Now, inspired by Black Power and embold- 
ened by the ghetto rebellions, many antiwar activists declared them- 
selves revolutionaries, seeking self-determination through resistance. 


New Left: Free Huey 


While Black Power was a key influence on the emerging draft resis- 
tance movement, the Black Panther Party remained relatively insignifi- 
cant politically until April 1968. Few in the New Left outside the Bay 
Area had done anything to support the Panthers. SDS, by far the larg- 
est and most influential New Left organization—with thirty-five thou- 
sand members at three hundred colleges and universities—had no rela- 
tionship to or position on the Panthers.*! The organization’s New Left 
Notes, the largest New Left newsletter, had not carried a single story 
on the Black Panther Party.*? 

This situation changed with the assassinations of King and Hutton. 
For many young activists opposed to the Vietnam War, King had em- 
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bodied the hope that America had a moral conscience and that justice 
would prevail through peaceful means. His assassination dashed their 
hopes. Following the slayings of King and Hutton, hundreds of thou- 
sands of students joined SDS-led actions on campuses from coast to 
coast, often in coalition with black student organizations. In Boston, 
twenty thousand students marched on city hall demanding that the 
police and National Guard “be kept out of the ghetto.” At Michigan 
State University in East Lansing, students took over the administra- 
tion building and held a sit-in, demanding the addition of black his- 
tory courses, equal hiring practices, and sanctions against companies 
that discriminated against blacks. The response to King’s death fueled 
SDS’s planned “Ten Days of Resistance” to protest the war, and at least 
fifty colleges and almost a million students participated in a nationwide 
“student strike” on April 26.83 

After the April killings, the New Left increasingly looked to the 
Black Panthers for leadership. Already embracing anti-imperialism by 
the time of King’s assassination, SDS now made support for the Black 
Panther Party one of its key causes. On April 12, 1968, SDS affirmed 
its support for the Black Panther Party: 


Students for a Democratic Society ... demands the immediate release of 
Eldridge Cleaver, Huey P. Newton, and all other political prisoners being 
detained by the state of California. The racist cops of Oakland, who have 
long oppressed and denied basic human rights to black people, are the real 
criminals loose on the streets of our country. They are the ones, along with 
the slumlords and politicians in the white power structure, who should be 
imprisoned, not Eldridge Cleaver, Huey Newton, or any other black man 
fighting for self-determination and freedom.*4 


On April 15, the cover of New Left Notes featured a photo of Bobby 
Hutton and a long article on the Panthers under the headline “Oakland 
Police Attack Panthers.” The article detailed the police slaying of Hutton 
and examined the repressive actions against the Panthers over the pre- 
ceding months.** The issue also ran a full reproduction of the Panther 
Ten Point Program and implored SDS members to combat repression of 
the Black Panthers. The “systematic political persecution of the Black 
Panther Party MUST BE RESISTED. Distribute information about the 
Panthers and raise money for their work and defense. Funds should 
be sent to our brothers.” 86 In July, the SDS convention passed a major 
resolution in support of the Black Panthers asserting that “Huey must 
be set free!” They pledged to “give full support, in whatever manner 
is needed,” both to free Huey and to support the Panthers generally. 87 
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Monday July 15 marked the opening day of Huey Newton’s trial 
on charges of murdering a police officer. The Panthers argued that 
Newton, not Officer Frey, was the one who had been attacked and 
that the trial was yet another act of political repression. They brought 
their case to the court of public opinion, organizing a rally in front 
of the imposing granite Alameda County courthouse in Oakland that 
morning.*8 

Numerous New Left organizations participated in the mobilization, 
including the Western Mobilization against the War, the Brown Berets, 
the Peace and Freedom Party, and the Iranian Students Association. 
By 10:00 A.M., over twenty-five hundred supporters had gathered, sur- 
rounding the courthouse, filling the courthouse plaza, and spilling 
into the street. Members of the Oakland Sheriff’s Department, wear- 
ing helmets covering their faces and armed with billy clubs and guns, 
guarded every doorway to the courthouse. Reporters came from across 
the country and as far away as London to cover the event.*? 

At the top of the courthouse steps, 250 members of the Black Panther 
Party lined up, the women standing on the top tier. The women wore 
simple dark-colored knee-length dresses with belts, their hair in natu- 
rals. The men, standing in three files below, wore the Panther uniform 
of black leather jackets, light turtleneck sweaters, and black berets 
cocked to the right. An assigned section leader began a chant, and soon 
the Panthers were rocking, clapping, and singing in unison: 


Women) No more brothers in ja-il, 
Men) Off the pigs! 

Women) The pigs are going to catch he-ll, 
Men) Off the pigs! 

Women) No more brothers in ja-il, 
Men) Off the pigs! 

Women) The pigs are going to catch he-ll, 
Men) Off the pigs! 


( 
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Members of the Asian American Political Alliance carried signs with 
Chinese lettering reading “Chairman MAO says: FREE HUEY” and 
“Yellow Peril supports Black Power.”° A large flagpole stood in the 
middle of the courthouse plaza, and someone in the crowd shouted, 
“Cut the rope! Take the fuckin’ flag down!” After a brief debate among 
the Panther supporters, Bob Avakian cut the rope on the flagpole, send- 
ing the American flag to the ground. Several demonstrators grabbed 
the flag and lit it on fire. A phalanx of police wearing riot helmets and 
thrusting nightsticks quickly beat a path through the crowd to the flag- 


136 | Baptism in Blood 


pole. The pitch of the chant intensified as uniformed Panthers pushed 
toward the police: 


(Women) No more pigs in our community, 
(Men) Off the pigs! 


Bobby Seale told the crowd that if Huey “is going to be tried at all, 
he’s got to be tried by his peers—not the Negro maids working up on 
the hill but his peers, people on probation, people they’ve been run- 
ning through their jails. . . . Huey ain’t on trial, the black people are on 
trial here.” Seale argued that this was not the time or place to fight the 
police. But, he warned, “If anything happens to Huey P. Newton, the 
sky’s the limit.” The Panthers then began a circular march around the 
courthouse, fists pumping a Black Power salute in time with the chant: 


Black is beautiful, 
Free Huey! 

Set our leader free, 
Free Huey! 


SDS fully embraced the “Free Huey!” campaign, emphasizing the 
centrality of the Panthers to the New Left and suggesting that mobili- 
zation to resist repression of the Panthers was necessary to achieve its 
own political goals. In coverage of the Free Huey rally in Oakland, SDS 
declared, “The real question for the Panthers and the whole radical 
movement in this country remains: Can Huey be set free?” *! 


Cleaver at Berkeley 


By the fall of 1968, the Panthers became such a potent symbol of revo- 
lution that simply asking them to speak was often considered a highly 
disruptive act. Such was the reaction when several undergraduate stu- 
dents at the University of California, Berkeley, organized an exper- 
imental course on racism in America called Social Analysis 139X, 
Dehumanization and Regeneration of the American Social Order. At 
the time, few black studies courses were available on campus, and the 
students sought to challenge dominant perspectives on race. They con- 
vinced several professors to facilitate the course, including sociolo- 
gist Troy Duster and psychologist Edward Sampson, and they invited 
Eldridge Cleaver to deliver ten guest lectures.” 

The reaction of establishment political leaders was immediate and 
extreme. Within twenty-four hours of the public announcement of the 


Martyrs | 137 


class, California governor Ronald Reagan demanded that the University 
of California Board of Regents promptly uninvite Cleaver and blasted 
the university administration, declaring, “In one single act, the Berkeley 
administrators would undo years of academic commitment and dedica- 
tion to the highest values of the teaching profession.” Max Rafferty, the 
conservative state superintendent of public instruction, and Jesse Unruh, 
Democratic leader of the State Assembly, also jumped on board to con- 
demn the university administration. The State Senate and Assembly 
both voted to censure the university.” 

While Cleaver could not be easily ignored, neither could he be easily 
repressed. Only a small percentage of Californians actively ascribed to 
the Black Panthers’ revolutionary anti-imperialist politics, but elements 
of the Party’s position had broad appeal. Most blacks wanted a seri- 
ous treatment of black history and greater black student enrollment. 
The university seemed unlikely to provide either without a struggle. 
For those opposed to the war, in late 1968, neither the Democratic nor 
Republican Party appeared to be listening to them. For faculty across 
the state and the country, the issue of intellectual freedom loomed 
large: would politicians be allowed to silence controversial and pro- 
vocative viewpoints and interfere in university curricula? For these rea- 
sons, suppressing Cleaver proved to be widely unacceptable, even to 
many who believed the Panthers’ revolutionary program was extreme. 
The op-ed pages in California newspapers were filled with conflict- 
ing opinions on the “necessary” or “disturbing” character of Cleaver’s 
planned lectures.** 

As Cleaver traveled from campus to campus in late September and 
early October, he stirred up the controversy, assailing “Mickey Mouse 
Ronald Reagan” and the others in front of packed meetings over- 
flowing with cheering student activists. Burnishing his hypermascu- 
line image, a jocular Cleaver contended, “It is my belief that Ronald 
Reagan is a punk, a sissy, and a coward, and I challenge him to a duel. 
I challenge the punk to a duel to the death and he can choose his own 
weapon: it could be a baseball bat, a gun, a knife, or a marshmallow. 
T’ll beat him to death with a marshmallow.” 

When the UC Board of Regents passed a resolution in late Septem- 
ber to restrict Cleaver to one lecture, opposition exploded. Important 
segments of the black political establishment, believing that the edict 
undermined black educational interests, challenged the regents. The 
California Negro Leadership Conference described the censorship of 
Cleaver as racist and warned that if Cleaver was not allowed to lecture, 
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it would ask black legislators to deny support to the university and seek 
to have federal funding withheld under the Civil Rights Act. Dr. Car- 
leton Goodlett, publisher of the San Francisco based black newspaper 
the Sun Reporter, said he would launch a campaign “in which the black 
middle class will disassociate themselves from all UC programs.” 6 

More than two thousand students turned out for an organizing meet- 
ing at UC Berkeley and voted unanimously to demand that Cleaver be 
allowed to give all ten lectures. The Student Senate voted overwhelm- 
ingly to demand that the regents rescind their decision and to ask the 
faculty Academic Senate to reject it. The student senates at three other 
University of California campuses, the National Student Association, 
and seven university student body presidents all announced their sup- 
port for the lecture series. Student demonstrators at UC Santa Cruz 
heckled Reagan and disrupted a Board of Regents meeting there, pro- 
testing the Cleaver policy and demanding creation of “a college ded- 
icated to the black experience.” Students at Berkeley occupied the 
College of Letters and Science headquarters and the chancellor’s office 
and lit a protest bonfire on the campus’s Sproul Plaza.*” 

Faculty members were also agitated. Responding to faculty outcry 
about political interference in the curriculum, the president of the Uni- 
versity of California announced, “The faculty still has authority over 
courses. It has not been affected in any way.” The UC Berkeley faculty 
Academic Senate in turn voted to repudiate the Board of Regents’ cen- 
sure by 668 to 114. Faculty senates at both the Los Angeles and San 
Diego campuses of the University of California voted similarly in sup- 
port of UC Berkeley’s faculty. Cleaver would be allowed to hold all 
ten lectures, although students would not receive credit for attending. 
One thousand students signed up for the hundred-seat class. When the 
victorious Cleaver finally lectured, he adopted a serious tone, avoid- 
ing obscenities, not once alluding to the controversy, and confining his 
comments to an analysis of his topic, “The Roots of Racism.” %8 

Even as the political establishment appropriated Martin Luther King 
Jr. as a martyr for America, Black Panther Lil’ Bobby Hutton con- 
fronted the police and became a martyr for revolution. Tens of thou- 
sands of allies mobilized in support of Newton, Hutton, Cleaver, and 
their Party. But the true litmus of the Panthers’ politics would be the 
response of young blacks throughout the country. 


National Uprising 


The turning point in Ericka Huggins’s life came a week after King’s 
death, at the funeral of Lil’ Bobby Hutton in Oakland on April 12, 
1968. This was the moment when she committed her life to the revolu- 
tion and the Black Panther Party. Huggins later recalled, 


What awakened me, what changed my life and my mind... was Bobby 
Hutton’s face at his funeral. . .. My entire life and mind was changed from 
that point on.... I had read about the Party and I had read about all the 
things in history that had been done to black people—lynching, murder, 
tortures, etc.—but I was convinced when I had direct confrontation with 
the brutality, the cruelty, and the doggishness of the police. His face had 
been entirely shot out. The entire portion of his face was gone and had been 
puttied into place and made up. He was no longer the seventeen year old 
person he had been, not physically or anything else. He wasn’t. And the 
police were in the balconies of that church. They were everywhere. I had 
never seen anything like that in my life. I mean I had never been directly 
involved.! 


Born in 1948 to a working-class family in Washington, D.C., Huggins 
had one younger sister and a younger brother. Among the children, she 
was the pensive, reclusive, existential one. After high school, she went 
to historically black Cheyney State College in Pennsylvania with dreams 
of becoming a teacher and working with disabled children. But Cheyney 
offered no challenges, educational, political, or otherwise. Huggins 
found both the curriculum and the student life lacking, and in 1966, 
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she transferred to Lincoln University, another historically black institu- 
tion in Pennsylvania. At Lincoln, her world began to open up. Here she 
was turned on to the ideas of Malcolm X and joined the black student 
organization, where she met John Huggins in early 1967. John had been 
raised in a well-heeled black family in New Haven, Connecticut. He had 
served in the navy and was a Vietnam veteran. John was sensitive and 
had shaggy hair. The two quickly fell in love and soon married. 

Ericka and John immersed themselves in black student activities, but 
something was missing. More and more, they felt removed from the 
real problems faced by most black people. As the black urban rebel- 
lions spread, they felt like “armchair revolutionaries”—committed to 
the idea of Black Liberation Struggle yet distant from it. Consequently, 
they dropped out of school and in November 1967 moved to Los Ange- 
les, a hotbed of black politics, looking to get involved. In April 1968, 
at the funeral of Lil’ Bobby Hutton, Ericka and John committed their 
lives to the revolution. 


LOS ANGELES 


One of the first people Ericka Huggins recruited to join the Black Pan- 
ther Party was an articulate and striking young woman named Elaine 
Brown.? Raised poor in a Philadelphia row house in a Jewish neighbor- 
hood, Brown was the only child in a household of adults—her single 
mother, her aunt, and her grandmother and grandfather. After high 
school, she enrolled in Temple University but soon dropped out, joined 
the working world, and moved to Los Angeles. Through intelligence, 
hard work, wit, and a series of affluent white lovers, Brown made her 
way into a world of glamour and wealth, but she could never escape 
racism. She reached a personal turning point in 1967, when, as the 
guest of the owner of a luxurious hotel in Las Vegas, she was denied 
service at a nearby beauty shop because of her race. The hotel owner 
disciplined the beauty shop manager, but the incident showed that she 
could not escape her blackness. She soon started making friends with 
Los Angeles black nationalists. 

At the time, the Black Power ferment in Los Angeles centered on the 
Black Congress. After the Watts rebellion in 1965, Black Power organi- 
zations had proliferated and developed the Black Congress as a united 
front. One member organization was the Community Alert Patrol led 
by Ron “Brother Crook” Wilkins. After Watts, Brother Crook became 
widely known for pioneering patrols of police, a tactic taken up and 
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modified by Huey Newton. Members of CAP would follow the police 
with cameras and tape recorders to ensure that they did not commit 
acts of brutality against members of the black community.* 

Harry Truly’s Black Student Alliance was another member of the 
Black Congress. Truly taught sociology at California State University, 
Los Angeles, during the day and led the alliance by night. He had a 
vision of bringing all black student organizations across the country 
into the alliance and creating a revolutionary force. Truly was well read 
and deeply committed. His compelling vision for Black Power was just 
one of many in the Black Congress of Los Angeles at the time. The con- 
gress also included representatives from the Congress of Racial Equal- 
ity, the Freedom Draft Movement, SLANT (Self Leadership for All 
Nationalities Today), the Afro-American Association, the Afro Ameri- 
can Cultural Association, Black Resistance against Wars for Oppres- 
sion, Black Unitarians for Radical Reform, Black Youth Conference, 
Citizens for Creative Welfare, Immanuel Church, L.A. County Welfare 
Rights, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peo- 
ple, Operation Bootstrap, Parent Action Council, Underground Musi- 
cians Association, and the Watts Happening Coffee House.’ 

The most influential organization in the Black Congress in late 1967 
and early 1968 was Ron Karenga’s US, pronounced “us,” as in “not 
them.” Karenga’s group sought to transform society through a cultural, 
rather than a political, revolution. According to historian Scot Brown, 
“As a cultural nationalist vanguard, the US Organization saw itself as 
a mirror of African Americans’ progressive future.” Through the cre- 
ation of an alternative and progressive culture, US held that black peo- 
ple would transform their own world and the larger society. Karenga 
and US were not adverse to political action, but they saw culture as the 
principal vehicle for change. For them, heightened cultural awareness 
was the key to social transformation. Members dressed in dashikis and 
ceremonial African garb. Male members shaved their heads. Karenga 
spoke several languages, including Swahili, which he taught widely. 
Within US, Karenga was the central authority and was called Maulana, 
or “master teacher,” by his followers. US is best known today for start- 
ing the holiday Kwanza.° 

Another Black Congress member was the Black Panther Political 
Party, led by John Floyd, a schoolteacher. The L.A. Black Panther Polit- 
ical Party, which grew out of Stokely Carmichael’s efforts to prolifer- 
ate the Black Panther Party originated in Lowndes County, Alabama, 
started independently of the Oakland Black Panther Party. The fifth 
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issue of Harambee (Swahili for “Let’s pull together”), the Los Ange- 
les Black Congress newsletter edited by Ron Karenga, popularized the 
Black Panther idea and symbol in Los Angeles. The issue, published on 
November 3, 1966, reproduced a Lowndes County flier, a speech by 
chair John Hulett, and a front-page spread dedicated to the Lowndes 
County Black Panther Party. Soon thereafter, John Floyd started the 
L.A. Black Panther Political Party. When the Oakland Black Panther 
Party for Self-Defense forged an alliance with the Peace and Freedom 
Party in June 1967, John Floyd supported the effort, filing documents 
to verify the Black Panther Party’s existence as a statewide organiza- 
tion and explaining to the press, “For all intents and purposes, we 
are a statewide party.” But in practice, the two organizations hardly 
communicated. In late 1967 or early 1968, Angela Davis—at that time 
working on her PhD in philosophy with Herbert Marcuse at the Uni- 
versity of California, San Diego, joined Floyd’s organization.” Around 
this time, Elaine Brown was becoming active in the Black Congress. 
She began working with John Floyd to put out Harambee and became 
particularly close to Sandra Scott and Harry Truly of the Black Stu- 
dent Alliance.’ 

Beneath the surface of Black Power unity at the Los Angeles Black 
Congress lay deep conflict. Black Power had posed a question, but there 
was no single answer. The term meant different things to different peo- 
ple and organizations in the Black Congress. Everyone in the Black 
Congress sought dignity and empowerment. Most rejected the integra- 
tionism and nonviolence of the Civil Rights Movement. Many organi- 
zations in the congress viewed the black community as a colony and 
agreed on the need for self-determination. Black people, they agreed, 
needed to develop their own sources of political, economic, and cul- 
tural strength. But how to achieve this and how best to appeal to the 
people proved to be points of contention. 

In every insurgent movement, conflicting visions compete. As move- 
ment groups challenge the legitimacy of the state and the established 
social order, each asserts its own vision as an alternative. The stakes 
appear high, especially the ability to claim leadership of the revolu- 
tion and the potential to set the direction for the future. Certainly, 
the conflict in Los Angeles was intense. Organizations constantly jock- 
eyed for control within the Black Congress, and at times, these con- 
flicts became violent.’ Recalling a gun battle that broke out between 
the United Front and members of Ron Karenga’s US at the November 
1967 Black Youth Conference, Angela Davis explained, “Beneath the 
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facade of unity, under the wonderful colors of the bubas, lay strong ide- 
ological differences and explosive political conflicts, and perhaps even 
agents provocateurs.” 1 The incident at the conference was not unique. 
In another incident, fifteen members of US were arrested, for allegedly 
beating three men who interrupted a “soul session.” 

In early 1968, the Oakland-based Black Panther Party began orga- 
nizing a chapter in Los Angeles—the first outside the Oakland Bay 
Area—and the dynamics in the Black Congress quickly changed. The 
politics developed by Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and Eldridge Cleaver 
resonated with young blacks in Los Angeles, providing new conduits 
for action. Like Ron Karenga and US, the Black Panthers had a com- 
pelling theory about the source of black people’s suffering, a vision 
for advancing black dignity and power, and they had created a disci- 
plined organization to advance that vision in tangible ways. US, how- 
ever, never sought to become a mass organization, emphasizing educa- 
tional and cultural activities accessible to only a few. As Scot Brown 
has observed, “US leaders saw no need for a large membership. Their 
goal was to ideologically influence other organizations with its united- 
front approach, and thus direct the course of the coming ‘cultural 
revolution. ” 12 

Unlike US, the Black Panther Party recognized the explosive poten- 
tial of the Watts rebellion as a political force and developed a pro- 
gram and activities to organize black folks on the street. Like Brother 
Crook’s community alert patrols, the Black Panther Party asserted 
black dignity and self-determination by holding the police accountable. 
But unlike Brother Crook, the Black Panthers created a track record of 
winning such confrontations, legally backing off police with loaded 
weapons and storming the state capitol in Sacramento. When the law 
was changed to prevent the Panthers from engaging in these confron- 
tations, Huey Newton had allegedly killed a policeman in self-defense. 
Many in the Black Congress considered Newton’s resistance heroic and 
embraced the “Free Huey!” campaign. 

In January 1968, Eldridge Cleaver recruited Alprentice “Bunchy” 
Carter to organize a chapter of the Black Panther Party in Los Angeles. 
Elaine Brown recalled the first time she met Carter: 


“My name is Bunchy,” he said coolly. “Bunchy,” he reiterated “like a bunch 
of greens,” answering a question someone a long time ago had found the 
courage to ask. His face was black alabaster; his eyes, black diamonds, 
set off by carved eyebrows and distinct black eyelashes. His skin was as 
smooth as melted chocolate, unflawed, with a reddish gloss. He was the 
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vision of Revelations, a head of soft black wool refined to an African 
crown. He stroked his rich mustache as he spoke, head back, feet apart, 
an olive-green leather coat tossed over his strong shoulders. Everybody had 
heard of Bunchy.'? 


Cleaver and Bunchy had become friends at Soledad State Prison, 
where they had joined the Nation of Islam and become politicized by 
Malcolm X. Before Soledad, Bunchy had a brief career as a middle- 
weight boxer and then joined the five thousand—member Slauson gang 
and founded its most feared branch, the Slauson Renegades. Widely 
known as the “Mayor of the Ghetto,” he was considered by many to be 
the most dangerous man in Los Angeles. Bunchy was not only tough, 
he was charismatic. His authority came from his intelligence and cre- 
ativity as well as his street credentials. He wrote poetry and having 
studied revolutionary theory during his years in prison, could fiercely 
debate the theories of Fanon, Che, Lenin, and Mao."4 

The strong respect Bunchy garnered on the streets separated him 
from the regular participants in the Black Congress. Because of Huey 
Newton and the Panthers’ courageous stance against the police, Bunchy 
could relate to the Oakland-based Black Panther Party, as could his 
street protégés.'5 When Bunchy formed a branch of the Oakland-based 
Black Panther Party in Los Angeles, he brought many former members 
of the Slauson gang into the Party with him." 

In January 1968, Bunchy attended a poetry reading organized by 
the Black Congress to announce the launch of the Los Angeles chap- 
ter of the Black Panther Party, the first outside the Oakland Bay Area. 
He brought twenty street-hardened soldiers dressed in black leather 
jackets and gloves and carrying armed pistols and sawed-off shotguns. 
Uninvited, Bunchy and his “wolves” stormed the hall midreading and 
surrounded the Black Congress members who were there. Conversation 
stopped, and someone called for Bunchy to “blow,” to recite a poem. 
After reciting the fierce “Niggertown” and tender “Black Mother,” 
both of which he had written, Bunchy thanked the audience for let- 
ting him “blow.” Next he gestured to one of the wolves, who unfurled 
a poster of Huey Newton on his wicker throne. Bunchy declared that 
Huey Newton was the leader of the Black Liberation Struggle and 
announced that he was forming the Southern California chapter of the 
Black Panther Party: 


[Huey] set the example and showed us that we, too, must deal with the pig if 
we are to call ourselves men. We can no longer allow the pig’s armed forces 
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to come into our communities and kill our young men and disrespect our 
Sisters and rob us of our lives. The pig can no longer attack and suppress 
our people, or send his occupying army to maraud and maim our commu- 
nities, without suffering grave consequences. .. . From this point forward, 
Brothers and Sisters, if the pig moves on this community, the Black Panther 
Party will deal with him.'” 


Bunchy then commanded that no one else, including John Floyd, was 
to use the Black Panther name or logo without authorization from the 
Central Committee of the Party in Oakland. At the suggestion of James 
Forman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, Floyd 
changed the name of his group to the West Coast chapter of SNCC and 
helped to mobilize the “Free Huey!” rally in February.'® 

A wide array of organizations in the Black Congress, including Karen- 
ga’s US, supported the Black Panther argument that Huey was a political 
prisoner. They demanded he be set free, and many pitched in to organize 
the “Free Huey!” rally planned in Los Angeles on February 18, 1968 (the 
day after the “Free Huey!” rally at the Oakland Coliseum).!® Amid the 
show of unity, though, tensions and disputes emerged as representatives 
of the participating organizations jockeyed for authority and sought to 
assert competing visions. In a meeting just before the rally on February 
18, an angry dispute erupted among US, the Black Panther Party, and 
two factions of SNCC over whether police should be allowed to pro- 
vide security at the rally. The Panthers and Carmichael asserted that the 
police should be removed, but Karenga—still the most influential voice 
in the Black Congress—prevailed, asserting that confrontation with the 
police should be avoided at that point.” The February 18 rally drew at 
least five thousand people. Speakers included Bobby Seale, Stokely Car- 
michael, H. Rap Brown, James Forman, Ron Karenga, and radical Chi- 
cano activist Reis Tijerina.?! In late February, the Party moved its office 
in the Black Congress building to a new space at 4115 South Central in 
Los Angeles.?? 

When Martin Luther King Jr. was killed in April, the Black Panther 
Party quickly became the dominant presence in the Los Angeles Black 
Power scene. Hundreds of young black Angelenos flocked to join the 
Panthers. People such as Elaine Brown and Ericka and John Huggins, 
who had been seeking a way to advance Black Power, found what they 
were looking for in the Party of Bunchy Carter and Huey Newton. 
Many of the smaller organizations, such as Harry Truly’s Black Stu- 
dent Alliance, dissipated. By early 1969, the Black Congress would be 
defunct.?5 
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The Black Panther Party offered black people more than an alterna- 
tive; it promised dignity. By standing up to the police, Huey Newton 
showed that black people could break patterns of racial submissive- 
ness and deference. Eldridge Cleaver claimed that Newton was the true 
heir to Malcolm X: “Malcolm prophesied the coming of the gun to 
the black liberation struggle. Huey P. Newton picked up the gun and 
pulled the trigger.”*# Newton had created a black anti-imperialist poli- 
tics of armed self-defense that, unlike other versions of Black Power, 
held strong appeal for alienated and marginalized blacks. The Panthers 
recognized that many black people already lived in a state of war. The 
violence of the ghetto rebellions reflected the raw desperation of every- 
day life. The Panthers believed these forces could be organized and 
strove to channel the desperation and violence of everyday black life 
into powerful political resistance. 

Newton’s example of armed self-defense against the police inspired 
many young activists in L.A., and they sought to emulate it. In the sec- 
ond week of August 1968, more than seventy thousand people and 
seventy organizations participated in the Watts Festival in South Cen- 
tral Los Angeles commemorating the third anniversary of the Watts 
rebellion.?> Tensions between police and the community were running 
high, and on Monday August 5, a gunfight broke out during the festi- 
val at Will Rogers Park in Watts, and six people were wounded.*° Later 
that day, police pulled over four Black Panthers driving a black 1955 
Ford sedan at a service station at the corner of Adams and Crenshaw. 
Anthony Bartholomew later reported, “The police knew we were Pan- 
thers and were following us.”*” The Panthers were armed and refused 
to submit to police. A gun battle erupted. Police killed Stephen Kenna 
Bartholomew, twenty-one years old, with multiple gunshots to the 
head and lower body; Robert Lawrence, twenty-two years old, with 
multiple gunshots to the head and left shoulder; and Thomas Melvin 
Lewis, just eighteen years old, with shots to the abdomen and left leg. 
In the battle, the Panthers wounded two police officers; one Panther, 
Anthony Bartholomew, escaped.?8 


SEATTLE 


The funeral of Bobby Hutton transformed the life of Aaron Dixon, a 
student from Seattle, much as it did Ericka Huggins’s life. A member 
of SNCC, Dixon and his brother Elmer were in San Francisco for the 
West Coast Black Student Union conference, and they crossed the Bay 


National Uprising | 147 


Bridge to attend Bobby Hutton’s funeral on April 12, 1968. Aaron later 
recalled the overwhelming cries of Hutton’s mother. Looking into the 
casket “was almost like looking into a vision of the movement, and it 
was not what we had expected. It was not the glory and the victory we 
had romanticized about.” After the funeral, Dixon met Warren Wells, 
Kathleen Cleaver, and Bobby Seale. Seale’s speech was mesmerizing. 
Decades later, Dixon remembered sharing a drink with Seale and could 
still visualize Seale’s dramatic portrayal of a black man chained up and 
struggling to be free.?? 

When the Dixon brothers returned to Seattle, they rented an office 
and opened the first chapter of the Black Panther Party outside of 
California. Within two months, more than three hundred people joined 
the chapter, women as well as men. Some, such as Kathy Jones, were 
high school students; others were in their twenties. A few, such as Ron 
Carson, who ran a local poverty program and carried a pistol, were over 
thirty. Most were black but some were Asian, such as Guy Kurose, and 
had grown up in the neighborhood. A few came from college, includ- 
ing Kathy Halley, who later changed her name to Nafasi and became 
one of Aaron’s closest confidants. Others, such as Bobby White, Bobby 
Harding, and Mike Tagowa, were Vietnam veterans. White was a 
dynamic poet and writer who became the chapter’s lieutenant of infor- 
mation. Some Seattle Panthers, such as Chester Northington, John 
Eichelburger, and Bruce Hayes, came with experience from other black 
nationalist organizations. Others, such as Warren Myers and Steve 
Phillips, had been involved in street life and saw the Party as a way of 
getting back at the police while redeeming themselves in the commu- 
nity. Lewis Jackson was a hardened fighter from New Orleans with 
a thick Creole accent, who sported a tattoo of a football between his 
eyebrows. He carried a .45 when he joined the Party and soon became 
Aaron’s bodyguard. Joyce Redman had a reputation as the fiercest sister 
in the neighborhood. Maud Allen was a stickler for rules. 

“Since the death of Martin Luther King,” Aaron Dixon later re- 
called, “my life and the life of many other black youth throughout 
America had taken on an overwhelming sense of urgency. Suddenly 
it seemed that the movement had accelerated. We were now almost 
totally consumed with the fight for justice and the right to determine 
our own destiny. For me school had now taken a back seat to the 
emerging struggle.” °° 

The Seattle Black Panther office became a community headquar- 
ters, and the phone was constantly ringing with people asking for help. 
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The Panthers frequently helped people with problems with landlords, 
spousal abuse, or the police. In one incident, a landlord had removed 
the front door when a family was late in paying the rent. The Panthers 
went to the landlord’s house, took back the tenants’ door, and hung it 
back on the hinges. In another case, parents reported frequent beat- 
ings of black children at the predominantly white Rainier Beach High 
School. Three cars of armed Panthers drove to the school, patrolled the 
hallways, and told the principal that if he did not provide security for 
the black students, they would. The principal quickly complied.*! 

Like their comrades in California, the Seattle Panthers increasingly 
came into conflict with police. In May 1968, Buddy Yates was arrested 
for interference with an arrest. In June, Aaron Dixon was arrested for 
the same, and Gary Owens was charged with addressing a cop as “pig.” 
In July, Seattle police accosted and beat Panthers Bobby Harding, 
Bobby White, and Joe Atkins.” 

At seventeen years old, Seattle Black Panther Welton Armstead was 
tall yet slight of frame. A new father, he walked in exuberant strides, his 
energy infectious. He was highly intelligent, perceptive, and reasonable, 
and many older men looked to him for answers. He quickly climbed the 
Party ranks and earned authority in the Seattle chapter. On a dreary 
Tuesday afternoon in Seattle, October 15, 1968, Armstead decided to 
tint the windows on his car. The car was parked in front of his house, 
and Armstead worked in the street. At about 4:20 P.M., a police car 
pulled up. Officer Erling J. Buttedahl got out, asked Armstead what 
he was doing, and accused him of stealing the car. Armstead denied 
the charges. Armstead’s mother came out of the house and later would 
claim that the police were harassing her son. Armstead decided that 
he would defend himself and his family from harassment. He got his 
rifle and asked the police to leave him alone. Officer Buttedahl shot 
Armstead dead and arrested his mother and sister for interfering with 
an arrest.’ 


NEW YORK 


In the weeks following King’s assassination, the Black Panther Party 
also opened a chapter in New York City’s Harlem. The black national- 
ist ferment of late 1960s New York had deep roots in Harlem that went 
back at least as far as Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement 
Association in the late r910s and 1920s. Malcolm X achieved his great- 
est impact and notoriety in Harlem in the 1950s and 1960s. SNCC 
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had a New York City office and had even flirted with the idea of creat- 
ing a New York-based Black Panther Party in early 1966.*4 The effort 
collapsed long before SNCC’s partial merger with the Panthers in 
February 1968. When King was killed in April, SNCC helped jump- 
start the New York Panther chapter, this time under Oakland’s leader- 
ship. With the “Free Huey!” campaign picking up momentum as the 
case headed to trial, tales of the Panthers storming the legislature in 
Sacramento, news of Cleaver’s presidential bid, and the martyrdom of 
Lil’ Bobby Hutton, the Oakland-based Black Panther Party exemplified 
the direct enactment of Black Power that so many black New Yorkers 
craved. 

In April, just weeks after King’s death, Joudon Ford took the reins as 
the new captain for the New York Black Panther Party, setting up a tem- 
porary office in the SNCC headquarters in downtown Manhattan.*° 
In addition to his civil rights experience with SNCC, eighteen-year-old 
Ford had served in the Civil Air Patrol before joining the Panthers. He 
was looking for a practical way to build Black Power and was drawn to 
the Panthers because of their track record of militancy. “The Panther 
Party,” Joudon later recalled, “seemed to be the most serious black 
organization, but there was also the military aspect.” 36 

Joudon Ford was an organization man and diligently set about 
building the first East Coast chapter of the Party. Assisted by David 
Brothers—the newly assigned forty-year-old chairman of the New 
York chapter—Ford organized and taught political education classes 
and self-defense training.’ He led his members into open verbal con- 
frontations with the police. He convinced the Brooklyn campus of Long 
Island University to let the Panthers use an auditorium for monthly 
citywide meetings and diligently hashed out internal conflicts to cre- 
ate order in the New York chapter.38 His job was not easy, especially 
with the challenges posed by the chapter’s rapid growth. At one point, 
Joudon called David Hilliard, Panther chief of staff in Oakland, to ask 
how to keep shady people out of the party. “When I find out,” Hilliard 
told Ford, “Pll let you know.” 3? 

On May 20, the Black Panther Party held a benefit performance at 
the Fillmore East in the East Village to help raise $200,000 bail for 
Eldridge Cleaver and six other Panthers arrested in the April 6 shoot- 
out in Oakland. The benefit, which featured several plays and perfor- 
mances by Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) and Ed Bullins, drew twenty- 
six hundred people. James Forman of SNCC was the event’s emcee, 
and Kathleen Cleaver spoke about Lil’ Bobby Hutton’s martyrdom and 
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her husband’s case. The Party tapped into the emerging consensus that 
the Panthers epitomized Black Power, drawing upon its national net- 
works and its new relationship with SNCC to raise funds and build a 
strong presence in New York.*° 

Two of the first New Yorkers to join the Black Panther Party were 
Lumumba Shakur, appointed section leader for Harlem, and Sekou 
Odinga, named section leader for the Bronx. After attending Andrew 
Jackson High School in Queens together, the two men had been polit- 
icized in prison, joined Malcolm X’s Organization of Afro-American 
Unity (OAAU) in 1964, and—dissatisfied with other black nationalist 
organizations—turned to the Black Panther Party after Martin Luther 
King’s death.*! 

Lumumba’s racial politics had deep roots. His father was a Black Mus- 
lim, and his grandfather “was arch anti-white repression,” Lumumba 
recalled. “He would sit down and talk about white repression for days. 
My grandfather was a cop for three days until a white man told him no 
nigger was going to arrest him, and Grandpa whipped that cracker half 
to death.” 42 

Perhaps the turning point in Lumumba’s life was an event that took 
place in December 1959. Lumumba—sixteen years old at the time— 
boarded a bus in Jamaica, New York, with about fifteen friends after 
a party. He sat next to a large white man in a U.S. Navy uniform. The 
man said that where he came from “niggers” did not sit next to white 
people. Lumumba told the man that this was not the South, and the 
man punched Lumumba in the face. “All pandemonium broke out in the 
bus, and that cracker was whipped mercilessly. Later I found out that 
cracker was cut every place except the soles of his feet.” Lumumba 
got off the bus but was soon picked up by the police. The police took 
him to the hospital, and the white man identified Lumumba as the 
one who had beaten him. The police beat Lumumba badly in front of 
the doctors and nurses, right in the middle of Jamaica Hospital. Later 
in court, the white man admitted that he had punched and attacked 
Lumumba first, “because niggers aren’t supposed to sit next to white 
people on buses.” The judge ordered the statement stricken from the 
record, saying it was not relevant to the issue being decided. The judge 
set bail at $10,000 for Lumumba and dispatched him to jail for seven 
months pending trial. Lumumba’s state-appointed lawyer told him to 
plead guilty to “attempted assault two” and said that he would receive 
a sentence of time served. Lumumba pled guilty as instructed, but his 
lawyer never made a deal, and he was sent to jail for five years.*4 
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In jail, prisoners had to fight continually to protect themselves or 
suffer the consequences—often rape. Guards cultivated racial and gang 
conflicts among the prisoners and often sat as spectators at their fights, 
“like they were in Madison Square Garden.”** Lumumba resented 
being used in this way and became increasingly politicized in prison, 
organizing black inmates into a united block.*¢ 

In New York state’s Comstock Prison, Lumumba again met up with 
Sekou Odinga. There in 1963, Lumumba tried to get assigned to work 
in the bakery. Of 1,800 prisoners in Comstock, 1,300 were black. But 
black prisoners were confined to working as dishwashers, in labor 
gangs, in the laundry, or in other low-skill jobs; no black prisoners were 
allowed to work in any of the shops or prison jobs where they could 
learn a trade, such as the bakery or the auto shop. Lumumba asked the 
deputy warden for reassignment to the bakery, but the official told him 
that the bakery jobs were only for white prisoners. Sekou and every 
other black prisoner who requested assignment to a skilled shop or job 
received the same response. Consequently, Lumumba, Sekou, and a 
number of the black prisoners decided that the only way to change the 
situation was through violent confrontation. They secretly organized 
and in late September 1963, they rioted. Some 450 prisoners fought 
guards with fists, stones, and wooden planks; 23 of them were injured. 
New York Prison Commissioner McGinnis visited Comstock to inves- 
tigate. Lumumba met with him and told him why they had rioted. 
Lumumba and 13 other prisoners who had organized the riot were 
transferred to Attica. Yet the policies in Comstock were changed, with 
black inmates “assigned to every professional school, shop, trade, and 
job in Comstock” from then on.*” 

When Lumumba got out of prison in December 1964, he joined 
Malcolm X’s Organization of Afro-American Unity. A couple months 
later, Malcolm X was dead. In April, he got in touch with Sekou, his 
childhood friend, who also joined OAAU. Lumumba, however, was put 
off by the male chauvinism in OAAU and its lack of impact, so the two 
quit and looked for another organization that exemplified the vision and 
direction of Malcolm X. They could not find anything satisfactory in 
New York. In 1967, they joined with other black nationalists in Jamaica 
Queens and organized the Grass Root Front. “Our aim was to take 
the anti-poverty programs from the hands of the religious pimps and 
preachers and guarantee the grass-root people control of the anti-pov- 
erty programs,” Lumumba explained years later. “When the commu- 
nity people began to get more control of the anti-poverty programs, the 
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religious pimp-preachers called OEO [Office of Economic Opportunity] 
and the pigs. It was a split within the Grass Root Front because Sekou, 
Larry Mack, and I wanted to inflict a political consequence. The other 
brothers did not agree with us. So we quit and told them that they were 
jiving.”48 Sekou recalled, “We were all very young and inexperienced 
and got caught up in a local anti-poverty program. By 1967 I was thor- 
oughly disillusioned with that, when I heard about the Black Panther 
Party in Oakland, California. ... By the spring of 1968, we heard that 
representatives from the [Black Panther Party] were coming to New 
York and there was a possibility of organizing a chapter. I attended the 
meeting and decided to join and help build the [Party] in New York.” 4 

In the spring of 1968, the Black Panther Party attracted many of New 
York’s most politically active young blacks. An experienced tenants’ 
rights activist, Kuwasi Balagoon had traveled to D.C. to protest opposi- 
tion to rat-control legislation in Congress, a key issue for renters in New 
York City. He and his fellow protesters brought live rats to the demon- 
stration in the House of Representatives and were beaten by police. Next 
he joined the central Harlem Committee for Self-Defense.°° Yet none of 
these efforts satisfied Balagoon’s feeling that he had to do something 
more serious for black people’s liberation—a feeling that only intensified 
with King’s assassination. Then he heard about the Black Panther Party: 


When I heard that Huey Newton had been involved in a shootout with two 
pigs and one had died, I thought Pd check this brother out, as he seemed 
to be a sure enough leader. And when the Panthers came to New York, I 
checked them out, and found the ten-point program unquestionable, and 
the fact that it was community-based a good thing. Digging that the cadre 
believed that political power stems from the barrel of a gun made me feel 
instant kinship. So I joined, and extended my energies and skills to the 
black community and mankind through the Party.5! 


Drawn to the Black Panthers’ militancy, Afeni Shakur joined the 
Party as soon as it came to New York in the spring of 1968 and mar- 
ried Lumumba.®? She was sick of turning the other cheek and believed 
that the Panthers offered a real alternative. Shakur had been impressed 
by the way in which the Panthers responded when a policeman tried 
to take one of their guns in Sacramento. The Panther holding the gun 
had asked the policeman, “Am I under arrest?” When the policeman 
responded that he was not, the Panther told the policeman, “Then take 
your hands off my motherfucking gun. I have a constitutional right to 
have this gun.” “In 1967 that in itself was enough to blow anybody’s 
mind,” Shakur later recalled.*? 
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From that time on, Shakur waited eagerly for the Party to spread to 
New York so that she could join: “All I did then was wait for the Black 
Panther Party to come to New York. Somebody told me they were com- 
ing; you know, I knew they just had to come, they just couldn’t stay on 
the Coast... . Nothing that strong could stay in one area. I just knew 
from the beginning that it would branch out into something beauti- 
ful—it had to. I just knew there were niggers all over the place that felt 
like I did. The Party got here around April.” *4 

Others joined the Party for similar reasons. David Parker, a seven- 
teen-year-old rank-and-file New York Panther explained the appeal to 
the New York Times in 1968: “Why am Ia Black Panther? Well, I’ve 
been listening to Brother Malcolm’s records for a long time. I know 
what he said and I’ve just been waiting for the Panthers to come here.” 
Paraphrasing Malcolm X, he argued that the Panthers offered change: 
“Change, change by any means necessary.” Bill Hampton, a twenty- 
seven-year-old New York Panther, married father of three, and former 
executive in training with the Olin Mathieson chemical company, told 
the Times, “We’re revolutionaries and we’re fighting a war” for the 
survival of black people. “People have to realize that ‘the man’ is not 
just moving on us Panthers, but he is moving on all black people. . . . 
They see us as a threat and realizing this the man has to put it down. 
That’s why the police run around here now trying to get something 
started.” Hampton described police as “Gestapo forces that occupy 
the black community” and asserted, “They have got to be forced out of 
our community ... their power is on their hips. Take those guns away 
from those pigs and they are nobodies. The only way to counteract this 
power is with a gun in your hand.” °° 

Abayama Katara, still a student at Franklin High School when he 
joined the Panthers, recalled one of the experiences that convinced him 
the police were an occupying force: 


One night my family was sitting in the living room and I heard what 
sounded like firecrackers. I looked out the window and saw a black man 
running down the street with what looked to be an army of cops running 
after him. (I found out later he had tried to hold up a store and a rookie 
cop had fired on him.) There were people all over the street, but the cops 
didn’t even tell them to get down, they just kept on firing. When the brother 
got to 135th Street he stopped on the corner and held his hands up, but the 
cops just kept coming and shooting. People were shouting out of the win- 
dows at the cops telling them to stop, couldn’t they see the brother was try- 
ing to give up, and so the cops started pointing their guns at the windows, 
telling everybody to keep inside and mind their own business. And about 
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then a bullet chipped a piece of brick between the window I was hanging 
out of and the apartment next to ours. We never did figure out whether 
that bullet ricocheted or whether one of those cops just wanted to see a lot 
of black blood, but it was sure hard to see where it could have ricocheted 
from. They finally caught up with the brother in the schoolyard, and you 
could hear him screaming all the way down the street as they dragged him 
to a patrol car.°° 


When Katara heard that the Panthers were taking on the issue of 
police abuse, he went to a Party meeting. There, he found a way of 
thinking about the police that transformed his perspective and in turn 
changed his life. Panthers kept talking about “pigs,” and Katara did not 
know what they meant. After the meeting, he asked one of the Panthers 
if he knew what a pig was. “Man, he looked at me as if I asked him 
what earth was. After he finished running it down, I was souped up for 
a motherfucker. I left the house saying ‘pig’ over and over again. I got 
on a bus and everybody must have thought I was bugged out, because 
all the way home I just kept on saying ‘pig,’ because the way the brother 
ran it down, it fit perfectly.”°”? More than an insult, calling the police 
(and other authorities) pigs rejected their legitimacy, denounced their 
Gestapo-like behavior as inhuman, and asserted the moral superiority 
of the oppressed. Katara felt liberated. 

As a Black Panther, Katara soon became president of the Afro- 
American history club at Franklin High School. His club tried to edu- 
cate classmates, displaying posters in the hallway of three phases of the 
Black Liberation Struggle. The first phase was illustrated by the image 
of a black woman being beaten by Bull Connor’s police and dogs; the 
second, by pictures of members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee taking nonviolent action; and the third, by pictures of the 
Black Panther Party in action, including a photo of Kathleen Cleaver 
with a shotgun. The principal ordered them to remove the violent pho- 
tos, but the students argued that there were far more violent scenes in 
their history books. Soon the posters became a point of contention in 
the ongoing struggle between black community activists and school 
officials for control of the school district, a struggle in which the New 
York Black Panther Party played an active part in late 1968.°° 

While the New York Panthers became heavily involved in issues 
of housing, schools, and welfare, as well as their program of political 
education, their conflicts with police were the activities that garnered 
the most media attention and mobilized allied support. On August 1, 
twenty-year-old Gordon Cooke and seventeen-year-old Darrell Baines, 
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both Party members, were working in the Panther office at 780 Nos- 
trand Avenue in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn. A little 
before 2:30 P.M., they went out onto the sidewalk in front of the office 
and sought to rally neighbors to protest police abuse. Cooke shouted 
into the bullhorn, calling the police “racist,” “pigs,” and “crackers.” He 
soon attracted a crowd of about fifty people. Someone called the police. 
Two officers arrived on the scene, waited nearby, and then walked into 
the store next to the Panther office and called for backup. One offi- 
cer asked Cooke if he had a permit to use the bullhorn. Another asked 
Baines who was in charge, and Baines said he was. The officer called 
Baines over to the patrol car, but Baines refused, and the officer tried to 
grab him. Police later claimed that Baines kicked an officer in the groin. 
According to Cooke, he saw the police roughing up Baines and tried 
to intervene. The policeman started to beat Cooke over the head with 
his nightstick. Soon other police cars arrived, and several policemen 
blocked off the other Panthers while six of their fellow officers beat 
Cooke with nightsticks. Even after Cooke was handcuffed and on the 
ground, they continued to beat him on the pretense that he was resist- 
ing arrest. Cooke was taken to Brooklyn Jewish Hospital, where he 
was treated for head lacerations, and then arrested for resisting arrest 
and interfering with an officer. Baines was arrested for assault, harass- 
ment, and resisting arrest.°? 

Later that afternoon, 350 Panthers turned out for the arraignment 
of Darrell Baines and Gordon Cooke at the Brooklyn Criminal Court. 
Judge John Furey, who had served for ten years in the New York Crim- 
inal Court, placed the two defendants on parole. The judge explained 
later that Baines and Cooke had no previous records, and “under the 
circumstances, with the group that was there and the charges that were 
brought, it seemed foolish to needlessly put them on bail.” © 

Early the next morning, two policemen came to the Crown Heights 
neighborhood in Brooklyn on a domestic dispute call. As they got out 
of the police car, they were hit and wounded by birdshot fired from a 
shotgun by one or two people hiding in the bushes thirty feet away. 
The shooters ran and escaped. The New York Times reported a rumor, 
which the police denied, that a Black Panther button was found at the 
scene near two shotgun shells.*! Panther captain Joudon Ford denied 
any Panther involvement in the shooting. 

Outraged that Judge Furey had treated the Panthers “lightly,” ten 
patrolmen from Brooklyn’s Grand Avenue station organized a peti- 
tion charging Furey with allowing Panthers to wear hats and curse in 
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his courtroom and calling for his resignation. The petition demanded 
that the police union—the Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association (PBA)— 
call for Furey’s resignation and threatened that the signatories would 
resign and withhold dues from the PBA if the group did not take this 
action.® A Brooklyn Bar Association subcommittee responded by ask- 
ing the police commissioner to investigate the charges that Furey had 
allowed Panthers to act disrespectfully in his courtroom. The PBA 
launched its own investigation. Spurred by the petition, a group of 
officers began a new organization called the Law Enforcement Group 
(LEG). The group claimed that officers were not receiving the sup- 
port they needed generally and called for widespread changes, begin- 
ning with a grand jury investigation of alleged “coddling of accused 
criminals by the Criminal Courts” and including the “abolition of the 
Police Department’s Civilian Complaint Review Board,” prevention of 
“another Warren Court,” and “removal of civilians from clerical duties 
in police stations.”® Sensing a challenge to their customary policing 
practices, these officers sought to beat back what they saw as a serious 
move to undermine their authority. 

Civil liberties groups responded, calling the coddling charge “an 
absurdity.” These groups identified LEG as a “frightening power play 
to take over the judiciary” and an “undisguised declaration of war 
against the black militant communities.” Ira Glasser, the spokesman 
for the New York Civil Liberties Union said, “If the program they 
wanted was instituted we would wind up with an open police state.” © 

Several weeks later, on August 21, as public attention faded, a group 
of young blacks that included several Brooklyn Panthers ignited a pile of 
trash heaped in the street on Nostrand Avenue near the Panther office. 
When firemen and police responded to the rubbish fire, rebels attacked 
them with bottles, bricks, cans, and stones and then began smashing 
storefront windows and looting stores along a twelve-block commer- 
cial stretch of Nostrand Avenue. Police quickly quashed the rebellion 
and arrested seven participants: George Correa, Darrell Baines, John 
Martinez, Morris Holman, Ricky Fletcher, Patricia Riley, and Fremont 
Dunn. Some one hundred police officers packed into the Brooklyn 
Criminal Court for a hearing on the rebels’ case later that day, and the 
district attorney asked the court to set an extrahigh bail: “We have rea- 
son to believe that these defendants are members of the ultramilitant 
Black Panther Party. We feel there is a danger that they may not reap- 
pear in court unless high bail is set. Their actions show clearly a lack of 
respect for authority.” The judge proceeded to set an unusually high bail 
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of $50,000 each for twenty-two-year-old Correa and seventeen-year-old 
Baines and $11,500 for seventeen-year-old Martinez, each charged with 
resisting arrest and possessing stolen property. More standard bail of 
$1,500 each was set for the remaining four defendants.°’ Rather than 
stifle protest, the punitive bails ignited further resistance. 

While street rebellions were common among urban black youths in 
the late 1960s, these rebels were different, claiming common cause with 
the anti-imperialist struggles in Vietnam and the domestic draft resist- 
ers. In addition to twenty Panthers who rallied for the rebels and turned 
out for further court hearings the following week, the white Left saw the 
Panthers as allies in their own anti-imperialist struggle and responded 
to the police repression with resistance. William Kunstler, a renowned 
left-wing lawyer took the Brooklyn Panthers’ case and argued that the 
bail was “unconstitutionally excessive,” part of the “police vendetta 
against the Black Panthers in New York.” Members of the predomi- 
nantly white Peace and Freedom Party and also the Columbia Strike 
Committee organized demonstrations outside the courthouse protesting 
the unusually high bail. The protestors carried signs saying “Hands Off 
Black Panthers,” “White Radicals Defend Black Panthers,” and “Stop 
Cop Harassment of the Black Panther Party.” The court reduced bail 
to $20,000 for Correa, $10,000 for Baines, and $2,500 for Martinez.® 

At a September 4 preliminary hearing for Correa, Baines, and Mar- 
tinez, 150 whites, many of them off-duty policemen associated with 
LEG, packed the courtroom. The cops positioned themselves behind 
the Panthers in the courtroom, poking them in the back with their 
nightsticks, cursing, and saying, “White tigers eat black panthers.” 
When the small group of Panthers left the courtroom and made their 
way to the elevator, the police beat them up and attacked a few white 
members of Columbia University’s Students for a Democratic Society 
who had come to support the Panthers. The New York Times reported, 
“About 150 white men, many of whom were off-duty and out-of- 
uniform policemen, attacked a small number of Black Panther party 
members and white sympathizers yesterday on the sixth floor of the 
Brooklyn Criminal Court.” Many of the off-duty police wore “Wallace 
for President” buttons, referring to George Wallace, the white suprem- 
acist former governor of Alabama who was running for president of the 
United States. The off-duty policemen beat the Panthers and their white 
supporters with blackjacks. LEG officers called the Panthers “niggers” 
and “motherfuckers” while beating them. Uniformed police pretended 
to try to stop the beating but actually dropped their billy clubs so the 
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off-duty officers could use them to beat the Panthers. According to the 
Times, two of the Panthers had blood gushing from their heads after 
the beating. New York Panther chairman David Brothers, the Peace 
and Freedom Party nominee for the 12th Congressional District at the 
time, was kicked and stomped in the back more than twenty times. 
Panther section leader Tom McCreary suffered a fractured skull.° 

Katara, one of the Panthers in the delegation that day, recalled flee- 
ing from the off-duty police who were beating them, with nowhere to 
turn. The Panthers finally got into an elevator and tried to go down, but 
the elevator went up. Everywhere they went, the off-duty police were 
waiting for them. They exited the elevator, and Joudon Ford called the 
mayor’s office but could not get through. They went to the offices of 
the Human Rights Commission and City Council but found no one 
there. They fled into another courtroom and asked the judge there for 
help. He finally called a court guard to escort the Panthers downstairs. 
When they went outside, the police were waiting for them, and the 
Panthers split up and ran. The police chased them. Katara made it into 
the subway and took off his beret and black shirt so that the off-duty 
police would not recognize him and was able to ride home safely.” 

The next day, Mayor John Lindsay and Police Commissioner Leary 
verified that off-duty policemen had participated in the attack, and 
they promised swift action, “including criminal prosecution if that 
is warranted by the facts.””! The day after the courtroom beating, a 
group of Panthers and their attorneys Kunstler and Gerald Lefcourt 
met with representatives of Mayor Lindsay’s office and answered ques- 
tions about the attack.” 

In the following days, the Panthers and their allies turned up the 
political and legal pressure. On September 7, the New York state 
NAACP called upon the district attorney to conduct a grand jury inves- 
tigation into the beating.” Two weeks later, Acting District Attorney 
Elliott Golden ordered a “thorough grand jury investigation” into 
the September 4 attack on Black Panthers in the Brooklyn Criminal 
Court.” On September ro, the Black Panther Party filed a suit in the 
U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York, charging the 
New York City Police Department with systematic “violence, intimi- 
dation and humiliation,” asking for community control of the police, 
and seeking injunctions forbidding the police from harassing Black 
Panthers. The National Lawyers Guild, the National Emergency Civil 
Liberties Committee, and the Law Center for Constitutional Rights all 
sponsored the suit.” The Panthers’ web of support was widening. 
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A couple days later, at 2:05 on the morning of September 12, an- 
other ambush of police occurred in Brooklyn. Two officers were patrol- 
ling on Schenectady Avenue only a few feet from where the other two 
officers had been ambushed on August 2. Signs nearby announced a 
$10,000 reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction 
of the gunman who had shot the other officers. Two blasts from a .308 
rifle burst through the front windshield of the patrol car, injuring both 
officers and shattering the windows on the right side of the car. The of- 
ficers were admitted to Kings County Hospital.” 


FROM COAST TO COAST 


At the time of the killings of Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Hutton 
in early April of 1968, the Black Panther Party was essentially a local 
organization based in Oakland, with a satellite chapter beginning to 
organize in Los Angeles. Although the Black Power ferment was brew- 
ing in most major U.S. cities, the Party had not yet achieved national 
influence. This quickly changed in 1968. As Kathleen Cleaver later 
recalled, “The murder of King changed the whole dynamic of the coun- 
try. That is probably the single most significant event in terms of how 
the Panthers were perceived by the black community.””’ Seeking effec- 
tive ways to advance their communities’ interests, young blacks flocked 
to the Black Panther Party and its politics of armed self-defense. The 
Party did little recruiting. Instead, young activists from around the 
country contacted the Party asking how they could join, and the Party 
responded by opening new Black Panther offices in Los Angeles, New 
York, Seattle, and at least seventeen other cities by the end of the year, 
including Albany, Bakersfield, Boston, Chicago, Denver, Des Moines, 
Detroit, Fresno, Indianapolis, Long Beach, Newark, Omaha, Peekskill, 
Philadelphia, Richmond, Sacramento, and San Diego.” 

Young blacks were drawn by the Panthers’ strategy of armed self- 
defense against the police because it simultaneously gave them a pow- 
erful means to resist and was difficult to repress. Facing the resistance 
of organized and armed young blacks, police departments could no 
longer maintain brutal containment policing practices with impunity. 
By arming and organizing, and advocating revolution, Black Panthers 
challenged the legitimacy of the state. Yet the Party remained above- 
ground, refraining from overt direction of armed struggle. For exam- 
ple, Newton’s Executive Mandate No. 3, issued from prison in March 
1968, ordered all Panther members to obtain firearms, and to fire on 
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anyone—including police—who attempted to enter their homes with- 
out peaceably producing a legal warrant. Without any offensive direc- 
tion, the Party thus created the conditions under which an increas- 
ing number of armed confrontations between Panthers and the police 
occurred. The Party effectively argued to potential allies that these 
confrontations reflected the widespread pattern of oppression of blacks 
and that the only change was the Black Panthers’ decision to claim their 
right to defend themselves. 

By framing this practice of armed self-defense as part of a global 
anti-imperialist struggle, the Panthers were able to draw broad sup- 
port both from other black political organizations and from many 
nonblacks. These allies provided crucial financial, political, and legal 
support that enabled the Panthers to mount top-notch, unprecedented 
legal defenses against the many charges they faced, and they often won 
their cases in court. The allied support the Panthers received not only 
enabled the Party to grow but also demonstrated the efficacy of its pol- 
itics. If the Panthers had simply been jailed and killed, with little allied 
support, the Party would have quickly dissolved. Instead, the Black 
Panther Party rapidly expanded to become the most influential black 
movement organization in the United States by December 1968. The 
insurgency was escalating. 
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FIGURE 1. The original Black Panther logo is displayed by Jesse W. Favor, 
a candidate for sheriff of Lowndes County, Alabama, in preparation for the 
nominating convention on May 3, 1966. (AP Photo) 
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FIGURE 2. [above] Disseminated nationally by Stokely Carmichael, the Black Panther 
Party name and logo first appeared in the Oakland Bay Area on this flier for a Black 


Power conference on October 29, 1966, featuring Carmichael and organized by 
the Students for a Democratic Society. (H. K. Yuen Collection) 


FIGURE 3. [below] Huey Newton and Bobby Seale soon adopted the Black Panther 


logo, displayed here in the first issue of their newspaper, published April 25, 1967. 
(© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 





FIGURE 4. Black Panther founders Bobby Seale (left) and Huey Newton (right pose 
with their weapons outside their first office on 56th and Grove Streets in Oakland, 
February 1967. (AP Photo/San Francisco Examiner) 





FIGURE 5. An armed Black Panther contingent at the California Assembly building in 
Sacramento protests the proposed Mulford Act, which would prohibit their armed 
patrols of police, May 2, 1967. (Walt Zeboski/AP Photo) 
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FIGURE 6. Huey P. Newton, leader of the Black Panther Party, seated in a wicker 
throne. The Party began distributing this now-iconic image as part of its reconcep- 


tion as a revolutionary vanguard following cessation of armed patrols of the police 
during the summer of 1967. (© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 





FIGURE 7. Newton lies manacled to a hospital gurney after an early-morning con- 
frontation on October 28, 1967, in which he was shot in the abdomen and Oakland 
police officer John Frey was killed. [AP Photo) 





FIGURE 8. [above] Speakers at the Huey Newton birthday celebration at the Oakland 
Auditorium, February 17, 1968, include, from right to left, Alprentice “Bunchy” 
Carter, leader of the newly founded Los Angeles Black Panther Party chapter, who 
was later killed in a conflict fostered by the FBI COINTELPRO; Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee leaders James Forman, H. Rap Brown, and Stokely 
Carmichael; Bobby Seale; Carver Chico Nesbitt; unknown boy; and Ron Dellums. 
The renowned SNCC leaders were exploring a merger with the Black Panther Party 
at the time. The empty wicker throne highlights Newton's absence, as he sat in 
prison awaiting his trial on capital charges. (© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 
FIGURE 9. (below] The Black Panther Party's first member, Lil’ Bobby Hutton, poses 


armed in front of the Oakland jail, 1967. On April 8, 1968, four days after the assassi- 
nation of Martin Luther King Jr., Oakland police killed Hutton. (© Ron Riesterer) 





FIGURE 10. (above) Actor Marlon Brando and Black Panther members in uniform 
were among those attending Lil’ Bobby Hutton’s funeral on May 12, 1968. (Dan 
Cronin/New York Daily News Archive/Getty Images) 


FIGURE 11. (below) Black Panthers hold a rally in New York City. Following the 

killings of Lil’ Bobby Hutton and Martin Luther King, the Black Panther Party 

quickly expanded, opening chapters in cities throughout the country, including 
an important branch in New York City. (© Roz Payne) 





FIGURE 12. (above left] Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, leader of the Los Angeles 
chapter of the Black Panther Party, was killed on the University of California 
campus in Los Angeles on January 17, 1969, by members of the US organization, 
ina confrontation actively instigated, if not directly planned, by the federal 
government’s COINTELPRO. (© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 


FIGURE 13. (above right) John Huggins, born to a well-heeled family in New Haven, 
dropped out of college to join the Black Panther Party and played a key role in 
organizing the Los Angeles chapter, the first chapter to open outside the Oakland 
Bay Area. Three weeks after his wife, Ericka Huggins, gave birth to their daughter, 
Mai, on January 17, 1969, Huggins was killed alongside Carter in the UCLA campus 
confrontation instigated by COINTELPRO. (© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 


FIGURE 14. (below) Ericka Huggins left college in Pennsylvania and traveled to 
California to join the Black Power movement. At the funeral for Lil’ Bobby Hutton, 
she and her husband, John, committed their lives to revolutionary struggle and to 
the Black Panther Party. When John was killed less than nine months later, Ericka 
moved to New Haven and became an important Party leader there. Her trial on 
conspiracy charges, eventually dismissed, was one of the most celebrated political 
trials of the decade. She went on to direct the award-winning Oakland Community 
School and now lectures and consults widely. (Dave Pickoff/AP Photo) 
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FIGURE 15. Bobby Seale speaks at a “Free Huey!” rally in “Lil’ Bobby Hutton Park” 
on July 14, 1968. The bus and sound system were on loan from the Peace and 
Freedom Party. James Forman (seated middle) and Chief of Staff David Hilliard 
(seated right] share the stage with Seale. (© 2011 Pirkle Jones Foundation/Ruth- 
Marion Baruch) 





FIGURE 16. (above) Left to right, Black Panthers Mary Ann Carlton, Delores 
Henderson, Joyce Lee, Joyce Means, and Paula Hill rally in “Lil’ Bobby Hutton 
Park,” August 25, 1968. (© 2010 Pirkle Jones Foundation/Pirkle Jones) 


FIGURE 17. (below) Allies attend a “Free Huey!” rally in “Lil’ Bobby Hutton Park,” the 
summer of 1968. As in most large Black Panther rallies, the audience was mixed 
racially, featuring many nonblack as well as black supporters. (Stephen Shames/ 
Polaris Images] 


FIGURE 18. Kathleen 
Cleaver, Black Panther 
communications secretary, 
poses armed to illustrate 
the Party's Executive 
Mandate No. 3, which 
ordered all members to 
keep guns in their homes 
and to defend themselves 
against any police officers 
or others who attempted to 
invade without a warrant. 
(© Alan Copeland) 








FIGURE 19. (above) “It’s All the Same,” a graphic by Emory Douglas published in the 
Black Panther and subsequently disseminated by New Left activists, makes the 
point that all state violence is similar, whether meted out by local police (against 
blacks), the National Guard (against protestors), or the U.S. Marines (against the 
Vietnamese]. (© 2012 Emory Douglas/Artists Rights Society, New York) 


FIGURE 20. (below) Students and Black Panther supporters listen to Eldridge 
Cleaver, Black Panther minister of information, speaking on Sproul Plaza at 
the University of California, Berkeley, on October 3, 1968. (© 2010 Pirkle Jones 
Foundation/Pirkle Jones) 





FIGURE 21. Black Panther Charles Bursey serves breakfast to children, June 20, 
1969. In 1969, the Black Panther Party made community programs its core activity. 
(© 2011 Pirkle Jones Foundation/Ruth-Marion Baruch) 


Daye 


P| 
AAT) 





FIGURE 22. [above left) Black Panther Bill Whitfield serves breakfast to children in 
Kansas City, Missouri, April 16, 1969. (William Straeter/AP Photo) 


FIGURE 23. [above right) The Panthers launched the first Free Breakfast for Children 
Program at St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church in Oakland. (Stephen Shames/Polaris 
Images) 

FIGURE 24. (below) Students attend class at the Black Panther Party Children’s 


Institute, a precursor to the Oakland Community School. (Stephen Shames/Polaris 
Images] 





FIGURE 25. (above] Members of the Black Panther Party distribute free clothing to 
the public in New Haven, September 28, 1969. (David Fenton/Getty Images) 


FIGURE 26. (below) Panther Cubs and members of the San Francisco chapter of the 
Party give the Panther salute. (© Bettmann/Corbis/AP Images) 


PART THREE 


Resilience 


First you have free breakfasts, then you have free medical 
care, then you have free bus rides, and soon you have 
FREEDOM! 


—Fred Hampton, Deputy Chairman, Black Panther Party, Illinois 


One of our primary aims in counterintelligence as it 
concerns the [Black Panther Party] is to keep this group 
isolated from the moderate black and white community 
which may support it. This is most emphatically pointed 
out in their Breakfast for Children Program, where they are 
actively soliciting and receiving support from uninformed 
whites and moderate blacks. .. . You state that the Bureau 
under the [Counterintelligence Program] should not attack 
programs of community interest such as the [Black Panther 
Party] “Breakfast for Children.” You state that this is because 
many prominent “humanitarians,” both white and black, 
are interested in the program as well as churches which are 
actively supporting it. You have obviously missed the point. 


—J. Edgar Hoover to FBI Special Agent in Charge, San Francisco, 
May 27, 1969 


You can kill a revolutionary, but you can’t kill a revolution! 


—Fred Hampton 
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Breakfast 


Polly Graham knew about hardship and struggle. In the 1940s, she had 
been part of a failed attempt to organize low-wage black workers in 
the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Factory in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. 
But virulent anti-unionism, magnified by racism and anti-Communist 
hysteria, had beaten that noble and long-forgotten effort. Almost thirty 
years later, on March 4, 1970, she opened the door of her rented home 
to find police handing her an eviction notice. Because the property 
had already been condemned in a legal hearing, she understood that 
she owed no rent until the landlord made the necessary repairs. The 
landlord believed and acted differently. Confronted with the seemingly 
impregnable power of the police, Polly Graham went to the local office 
of the Black Panther Party for help. 

The local Panthers immediately sprang into action, sending a contin- 
gent to Ms. Graham’s home, where, with two armed Panthers standing 
guard, they replaced belongings that had been removed from the home 
by eviction police. In addition to resecuring Ms. Graham in her home, 
armed Panthers stood guard over the nearby homes of Pauline Greer 
and Minnie Bellamy to prevent similar evictions of these two elderly 
women. 

The neighborhood temperature reached a boil. A standoff ensued 
between the police, trying to carry out evictions, and the Panthers, 
trying to keep these elderly black women from being tossed from their 
homes. Other community activists joined the fray. Lee Faye Mack, 
emboldened by the Panther presence, encouraged the crowd to “Go get 
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your pieces.” A cofounder of Mothers for Black Liberation and a Party 
adviser, Ms. Mack personified the increasingly tight bond between the 
poor and working-class black community of East Winston-Salem and 
the Panther Party. As Larry Little, the irrepressible leader of the local 
Panthers, recalled, after Ms. Mack spoke, even little “old ladies” went 
home and returned with “their double-barrel shotguns” to face down 
the eviction cops. Only after a third party paid Ms. Graham’s rent did 
the standoff cool down.! 

Still, Winston-Salem’s black community remained on edge. Three 
months later, in June 1970, Sara Alford seriously cut herself on a glass 
jar in the A&P Supermarket in the black Carver neighborhood. When 
Ms. Alford asked store management to pay for her anticipated medi- 
cal bills they refused. As word of the store’s refusal spread, black out- 
rage about the store’s position sparked a community-wide boycott and 
picket of the local A&P. Larry Little told store officials, “Either you 
make the A&P relevant to the needs of the black community or get out.” 
A protest against the store’s disregard for Ms. Alford’s injury escalated 
into a broader protest against discriminatory and disrespectful treat- 
ment endured by many black patrons of A&P. Protestors demanded that 
the store end its discriminatory hiring practices and employ blacks in 
substantial positions. The Party and its supporters demanded that the 
store contribute to its free breakfast program (formally known as the 
Free Breakfast for Children Program). Eventually, the store relented and 
agreed to the demands, including payment of Ms. Alford’s medical bills.” 

Reenacted countless times in black communities across the coun- 
try, similar confrontations between the Panthers and authorities helped 
build strong local Party chapters. Local Party chapters frequently served 
as community sounding boards and social service agencies—as black 
people’s stewards—deeply committed to social justice and community 
betterment. The Party essentially said to the community, Bring your 
concerns to us. And they did. Jamal, a Philadelphia Panther recalled, 


The offices were like buzzing beehives of Black resistance. It was always 
busy, as people piled in starting at its 7:30 A.M. opening time and continu- 
ing ’till after nightfall. People came with every problem imaginable, and 
because our sworn duty was to serve the people, we took our commitment 
seriously. ... When people had been badly treated by the cops or if par- 
ents were demanding a traffic light in North Philly streets where their chil- 
dren played, they came to our offices. In short, whatever our people’s prob- 
lems were, they became our problems. We didn’t preach to the people; we 
worked with them.’ 
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Community members brought all kinds of disputes to the local Party: 
job-related conflicts, evictions, rent struggles, gang violence, safety con- 
cerns, legal and criminal justice problems, consumer complaints, and 
issues with government social services, public and private utilities, and 
the underworld economy (numbers runners, pimps, prostitutes, drug 
dealers). If the local Party judged that redress was necessary, it took 
action. In doing so, it provided community members with a vital source 
of remediation that was often unavailable from the state. Its actions, in 
turn, attracted more members and supporters. 

The Party saw itself as inextricably tied to the local black commu- 
nity. The most critical aspect of the Black Panther message proved 
deceptively simple: We are you; your problems are our problems. As 
one Party comrade explained, “The exploited ... people’s needs are 
land, bread, housing, education, ... , clothing, justice, and peace, and 
the Black Panther Party shall not, for a day, alienate ourselves from the 
masses and forget their needs for survival.”* 


FROM GUNS TO BUTTER 


By the fall of 1968, membership in the Black Panther Party was mush- 
rooming. Local activists in cities throughout the country had heard of 
the Black Panther Party and contacted national headquarters wanting 
to join and start their own local chapters. Chief of Staff David Hilliard 
later recalled the deluge of calls from people “asking to start a chapter. 
We get calls all day long. Des Moines, Virginia Beach, Atlanta. Since 
we’re three hours behind the East Coast, the requests often start as 
early as eight a.m.”* As Party membership and influence grew, so did 
repressive action by the state. The Party sought meaningful activities 
for members that would serve the community, strengthen the Party, 
and improve its image in the public relations battle with the state. In 
this context, community programs quickly became a cornerstone of 
Party activity nationwide. 

The Black Panther community programs began in early 1969 under 
Bobby Seale’s leadership, marking an important transformation in the 
Party’s political practice. In the fall of 1968, Eldridge Cleaver went into 
exile to avoid returning to prison when his parole was revoked.* With 
Huey Newton in prison, Seale, a staunch advocate of community pro- 
grams since his days working in the government poverty program in 
Oakland, became primarily responsible for setting Party policy.” 

The Black Panther Party announced its intention to launch the Free 
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Breakfast for Children Program in Oakland in September 1968. The 
call for volunteers and donations went out before Christmas.* The 
Party launched its first free breakfast program at Father Earl A. Neil’s 
St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church in west Oakland in late January 1969. 
Parishioner Ruth Beckford-Smith coordinated the program. Beckford- 
Smith first became interested in the Black Panthers while teaching Afro- 
Haitian dance to young women at the church, including LaVerne Wil- 
liams, Huey Newton’s girlfriend. When the Party decided to organize 
a breakfast for children at St. Augustine’s, Beckford-Smith volunteered 
to coordinate the program and helped organize it. The first day the 
program opened it served 11 children. By the end of the week, the pro- 
gram was serving 135 children daily at St. Augustine’s. The San Fran- 
cisco Chronicle covered the program and reported the “unspoken les- 
son” children would learn: “power in a community begins with people 
who care.”? 

By March 1969, the Black Panthers opened another Free Breakfast 
for Children Program at the Sacred Heart Church in San Francisco’s 
Fillmore district.!° By April, the Party reported feeding more than twelve 
hundred children per day at nine facilities in Oakland, San Francisco, 
and Vallejo in California; in Chicago; and in Des Moines, Iowa." 

Seale went to prison that August, and David Hilliard, chief of staff 
of the Party, took the reins of the national Party organization. Hilliard 
continued to give priority to development of the Free Breakfast for 
Children Program, and during his tenure, the program spread like wild- 
fire, becoming the most important Panther activity.'? By November, the 
Party reported feeding children free breakfast daily in twenty-three cit- 
ies across the country, from Seattle to Kansas City and New York.!3 
At the height of the effort, between 1969 and 1971, at least thirty- 
six breakfast programs were operating nationwide with larger chapters 
running multiple sites." 

David Hilliard was born May 15, 1942, in rural Rockville, Alabama, 
the youngest of Lee and Lela Hilliard’s twelve children. David’s father 
always worked—often as a logger or tapping turpentine. His mother 
always worked when she was not nursing one of her babies. With such 
a large family, the Hilliards were poor, living in a four-room shack 
without flush toilets and scraping together meals. As the baby of the 
family, David was protected. He became an independent thinker, quite 
stylish and averse to drudgery. Extremely willful in his dealings with 
the world, he remained exceptionally loyal and deferential to family 
elders.!° 


Breakfast | 183 


Under Jim Crow, blacks were expected to kowtow to whites. The 
Hilliards, though, did not always comply. After a fight with a white 
man in the early 1950s, David’s eldest brother, Bud, fled to Oakland, 
California. David later recalled being impressed by Martin Luther King 
and nonviolent civil rights activists but disagreeing with their approach: 
“The passivity of the civil rights demonstrators contradicts my fam- 
ily’s most fundamental belief: you don’t stand idly by and be kicked, 
you fight for yourself.” 16 When David was eleven, his mother moved to 
Oakland to join Bud, bringing David and eventually other family mem- 
bers along. In Oakland, David became close friends with fellow elemen- 
tary school student Huey Newton. This friendship eventually shaped 
the course of his life. At seventeen, he married his sweetheart, Patricia, 
dropped out of high school, and entered the workforce. Within three 
years, he and Patricia had three children: Patrice, Darryl, and Dorion. 

David Hilliard’s ascent to Party leadership was gradual. He was 
first and foremost loyal to Huey, his childhood friend. As he became 
increasingly involved in the Party, the Panthers became his family. Until 
the summer of 1969, when he was thrust into primary Party leader- 
ship, Hilliard was always deferential, following the lead of Huey, then 
Eldridge, then Bobby. He was not eager to participate in big, head-on 
confrontations with the state and did not participate much in the early 
patrols of police, the armed rallies in Richmond, the armed action in 
Sacramento, or later confrontations; he went along with Eldridge on 
the April 6, 1968, armed action only under duress. 

Rather than gravitating toward the military side of the Party, Hill- 
iard saw the Party as one big extended family, building on the com- 
munal traditions he had experienced in the black rural South. He later 
recalled, “When I think about the influences that inspired the spirit and 
work of the Black Panther Party ... the most important members of 
the Party ... were imbued with the moral and spiritual values of their 
parents; and the work that went into the Party, our dignity as an inde- 
pendent people, the communal ideal and practice that informed our 
programs, all stem in part from the civilization of which my mother 
and father were so representative a part.” Y 

In addition to his communal ethic, his working man’s sense of orga- 
nization, discipline, and efficiency—gained during a work life that 
included laboring on the docks—became an important characteristic of 
his leadership. He proved to be a good administrator, in constant com- 
munication with the diverse and rapidly growing local leadership of 
the Party in cities across the country. He worked hard to keep the local 
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chapters around the country united under a singular program. Under 
his leadership, the Panthers’ community service programs flourished. 
And through the period of the greatest repression, the Party continued 
to grow. Hilliard’s leadership and especially the community programs 
he championed contributed significantly to that growth. 

During the year Hilliard served as the senior ranking Panther not 
in prison or exile, from August 1969 through August 1970, the Black 
Panther Party developed an impressive array of community programs 
in Panther chapters throughout the country. These programs eventually 
included the Free Breakfast for Children Program, liberation schools, 
free health clinics, the Free Food Distribution Program, the Free Cloth- 
ing Program, child development centers, the Free Shoe Program, the 
Free Busing to Prison Program, the Sickle Cell Anemia Research Foun- 
dation, free housing cooperatives, the Free Pest Control Program, the 
Free Plumbing and Maintenance Program, renter’s assistance, legal 
aid, the Seniors Escorts Program, and the Free Ambulance Program.'8 
Larger and more established chapters tended to run the most diverse 
range of programs. The histories of specific programs in local chapters 
were often episodic, at times short-lived, depending upon the strength 
and viability of a given chapter at a particular moment. Virtually all 
chapters ran at least a Free Breakfast for Children Program at some 
point. 

The breakfast program quickly became an important public face of 
the Party as well as its cornerstone activity. In 1969, it moved front and 
center for the Party programmatically, politically, ideologically, and 
publicly. The Party claimed to have fed twenty thousand children in the 
1968-69 school year and said it hoped to feed one hundred thousand 
in 1969-70." As “the most respected and popular” of the Party’s pro- 
grams, former Detroit Panther JoNina Abron has observed, these break- 
fast services enjoyed widespread support within black neighborhoods.”° 

The Free Breakfast for Children Programs adopted a rigorous com- 
mon routine. Members had to be at the sites early in the morning, in 
time to prepare the food and be ready for the arriving children before 
they ate and then headed off to school. Transporting some of the chil- 
dren from home to the site and then to school was another vital yet 
often trying logistical job. While the children ate their meal, members 
taught them liberation lessons consisting of Party messages and black 
history. Miriam Ma’at-Ka-Re Monges recalled that in the breakfast 
program at the Ralph Avenue Community Center in the Brownsville 
section of Brooklyn, “Party Members and students cooked and served 
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large pots of grits and eggs. We cajoled supermarkets for donations and 
we fed hundreds of children. Most importantly, we also nourished their 
minds with Black History lessons as they ate their meals. Sometimes we 
fed parents of the children.”?! The Brownsville breakfast program was 
not unique in its willingness to feed not just the hungry children but 
also other hungry community members. 

Feeding “hundreds of kids a day and approximately 1,200 per week” 
as the Los Angeles chapter did at one time demanded strong publicity, 
marketing, organizational, and executive skills. In Los Angeles, Flores 
Forbes notes, 


The organizing effort began with us going door-to-door in the projects, 
passing out free papers with leaflets advertising the program. We talked 
to parents, kids, and storeowners near the projects. We explained why we 
had started the program: to help the kids grow and intellectually develop 
because children can’t learn on an empty stomach. The breakfast program 
was an excellent organizing tool, helping us make friends and comrades 
in the projects. ... The response was overwhelming. All types of parents 
agreed to host and serve our efforts. We held the program in the homes of 
junkies, drug dealers, regular public assistance recipients, gamblers, and 
gang bangers. Store owners donated bread, eggs, bacon, sausage, milk, and 
paper products. In addition to our organizing activities, we cooked, served 
the food, knocked on doors to let the kids know which apartment the food 
was being served in, and on many an occasion made last-minute pick-ups 
of donations from stores.” 


Businesses donated food and supplies to the local breakfast programs 
for a mix of reasons, including altruism and the promotion of positive 
community relations. Businesses that chose not to help out faced the 
Party’s wrath. At times the Panthers’ cajoling blended into harassment 
and strong-arming. Far more common were boycotts and pickets of 
businesses that refused to assist the programs. Equally common was 
the tactic of calling out, or publicly shaming, those who refused to 
help. Churches and other community-based organizations that refused 
to help, notably those who refused to sponsor or allow breakfast pro- 
grams on their premises, faced similar treatment. For starters, the 
Panther newspaper and Panther representatives railed against the non- 
supportive businessperson or community leader as a “capitalist pig.” 
Other epithets included “religious hypocrites,” “lying preachers and 
merchants,” and “avaricious businessmen.” 3 

Multiple ideological goals linked these programs, which, broadly 
speaking, helped to “raise public consciousness about hunger and pov- 
erty in America.”** More specifically, the free breakfast programs high- 
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lighted the fact that hunger impeded a child’s ability to learn. Politically, 
the breakfasts shed light on the government’s failure to address child- 
hood poverty and hunger—pointing to the limits of the nation’s War 
on Poverty. The U.S. government spent only $600,000 on breakfast 
programs in all of 1967. Government-sponsored breakfast programs 
grew rapidly as the Panthers pioneered their free breakfast program. 
By 1972, government-sponsored breakfast programs were feeding 1.18 
million children out of the approximately 5 million who qualified for 
such help.?° 

Attacking the serious problem of childhood hunger was a way to win 
people’s hearts and minds. “While we might not need their direct assis- 
tance in waging armed revolution,” acknowledged Forbes, “we were 
hedging our bets that if we did, they would respond more favorably 
to a group of people looking out for their children’s welfare.”?® The 
FBI and police agreed. In Baltimore, as in other places, they castigated 
these programs “as a front for indoctrinating children with Panther 
propaganda.” As a result, the national repression apparatus went into 
overdrive to destroy the free breakfast programs. Police and federal 
agents regularly harassed and intimidated program participants, sup- 
porters, and Party workers and sought to scare away donors and orga- 
nizations that housed the programs, like churches and community 
centers. Safiya A. Bukhari discovered that participation in one of the 
Harlem free breakfast programs fell off after the police spread a false 
rumor among black parents that the children were being fed “poisoned 
food.” A police disinformation campaign in Richmond, California, 
suggested that the Party used the Free Breakfast for Children Program 
to spread racism and to foment school riots. Student participation 
began to decline, forcing local Panther leaders to combat the official 
disinformation.?” 

The police were not above raiding breakfast program locations, 
even while the children were eating. The Baltimore Panther branch 
was comparatively small, but as Judson L. Jeffries demonstrates, the 
branch endured “an excessive amount of violent repression, and not 
even children were spared harassment by the police.” One morning, 
the Baltimore police disrupted the children’s breakfast, barging men- 
acingly onto the premises. A witness recalled, “They walked around 
with their guns drawn and looked real mean. The children felt terror- 
ized by the police. [The police] were like gangsters and thugs.” The 
Black Panther explained that in Baltimore, “the hired mercenary pig 
forces” terrorized the community, the Party, and especially the Free 
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Breakfast for Children Program. Ronald Davis, co-coordinator of the 
Baltimore program, reported that “the foul minions of legal brutality 
and murder” had encircled the church sponsoring the program. The 
police were, he wrote, “armed to the teeth with the weaponry of the 
fascist war machine. After holding the people in check, with guns, the 
pigs proceeded to force their way into the Children’s Breakfast Program 
under the false excuse of looking for... suspects. Once the Gestapo 
shock troopers left the Breakfast Hall, they kicked in the door of Sister 
Angeline Edison, a former member of the Party, and kidnapped her and 
her son from her home with guns pointed at her and surrounding her, 
all under the pretentious lies of justice.” 78 


HEALTH CARE AND BEYOND 


The success of the Panthers’ Free Breakfast for Children Program led 
the Party to initiate free health clinics and a range of other commu- 
nity programs. Many blacks were poorly served by the health care sys- 
tem, and some had never seen a doctor. Despite the health care ini- 
tiatives within the federal government’s War on Poverty—particularly 
the newly created neighborhood health centers targeting the needs of 
inner-city communities—many residents in these communities received 
only limited, if any, health care attention.”? 

In response, the Party created a series of free medical clinics across 
the country. These clinics relied on the volunteer services of local doc- 
tors, medical students, interns, residents, nurses, and community folk 
as well as donated or low-rent clinic space. These public Panther-run 
clinics, such as those in Berkeley and Cleveland, offered services to all 
who came, black and nonblack alike. In some cities, like Baltimore, the 
Party formed coalitions with like-minded individuals and groups to 
run free clinics in the community.?° 

For the Party, the focus was plain and urgent: to address within its 
limited resources the pressing health care concerns of poor black com- 
munities that sorely lacked adequate medical facilities and profession- 
als. Clinic services “included first aid care, physical examinations, pre- 
natal care, and testing for lead poisoning, high blood pressure, and 
sickle cell anemia.” If necessary, clinicians referred patients to special- 
ists for follow-up care. There were at least eleven such clinics, includ- 
ing those in Kansas City, Seattle, and New Haven. Chicago’s Spurgeon 
“Jake” Winters Free Medical Care Center was one of the best-run and 
most-respected Panther health clinics, serving over two thousand peo- 
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ple in its initial two months. “Medical teams from the Winters clinic 
went door-to-door assisting people with their health problems,” accord- 
ing to Abron. “The clinic’s staff included obstetricians, gynecologists, 
pediatricians, and general practitioners.” Milwaukee’s People’s Free 
Health Center emphasized preventive medicine and health care educa- 
tion on “sickle cell anemia, drug abuse, children’s health and birth con- 
trol” as well as free health care screenings. The clinic also sponsored 
discussions on black social relations, including relations between black 
women and men, and concerns of black youth.*! 

The Party’s sickle-cell-anemia testing program and its Sickle Cell 
Anemia Research Foundation made a serious contribution to black 
health care in America. The Party worked hard to publicize the seri- 
ousness of the disease, which afflicts about one in five hundred African 
Americans.*? Before the Panthers launched a public awareness cam- 
paign in 1971, black and mainstream awareness of the disease was 
limited. After the Panther’s publicity offensive on behalf of battling 
the disease, more and more blacks learned of the disease and got tested 
for it. In the Panther clinics, health care professionals referred those 
with the disease or with the sickle-cell trait for further counseling and, 
if necessary, treatment. The Panthers’ Sickle Cell Anemia Research 
Foundation provided a public face to the disease, promoting pioneer- 
ing work that led to advances in scientific understanding and medical 
treatment of the disease.*# 

The Party’s health care programs included efforts to combat drug 
addiction. Often led by ex—-drug addicts who worked with the Party, 
these initiatives focused on treatment and rehabilitation. In Boston’s 
South End neighborhood, “Project Concern” was “run by ex-addicts 
who have acquired a political consciousness and therefore realize the 
necessity of quitting drugs in order to survive.” The Party lauded the 
project’s ideological thrust as well as its health advocacy and gave spe- 
cial praise to the brothers who ran and participated in the program. 
These brothers built their program “on the revolutionary ideology of 
capitalism plus dope equals genocide.” Dope, they argued, was part 
of the oppressor’s plan “to ensure our enslavement.” A similar initia- 
tive, People for the People, offered “drug control and education” in 
“the heavily drug-infested” community of Corona-East Elmhurst in 
Queens, New York.#4 

Despite these successes, state repression continued. Local police 
and the FBI worked to undermine the Party’s health clinics and the 
Panthers’ health care activism. In 1971, Cleveland Panthers worked 
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hard to transform their health clinic into a larger People’s Free Health 
Clinic. On August 18 that year, a dynamite explosion severely damaged 
the clinic. The blast was widely believed to be the handiwork of the 
state, and Panther Jimmy Slater suggested that the police and FBI coun- 
terintelligence were responsible for blowing up the clinic, though defin- 
itive proof is lacking. “Any positive program that served and mobilized 
the community was attacked. It was one of the things we had going 
on that served a lot of people who needed free medical aid, and it was 
attacked to undermine the party’s efforts.” °° 

That same summer, early Sunday morning on July 5, the Party’s 
Franklin Lynch People’s Free Health Center in Boston was hit by thir- 
teen shots, causing limited damage. Due to the loud noise of the July 4 
fireworks and firecrackers, the attack went undetected until early Sun- 
day morning. The shots were allegedly fired by local police, and clinic 
patrons and workers, community folk, and party members were out- 
raged. The Boston Party chapter resolved that “the strength, the love 
and determination of the people has built the Free Health Center up to 
what it is today, and the same strength, love, and devotion of the people 
will make the Free Health Center stand up to future attacks by Mayor 
White’s Gestapo pig force.” *° 

The Party’s advocacy of public health care for blacks revealed the 
group’s deep commitment to a holistic view of health that was both 
environmental and physical. For the Party, the well-being of individual 
black bodies and the collective black community reflected the overall 
welfare of the larger black body politic. Improving the health status 
of blacks thus went hand in hand with improving their political, eco- 
nomic, and social status. In the Party’s view, black political activism 
and black public health activism were interwoven. 

Complementing the Party’s health care activism were several pro- 
grams that addressed the most basic material needs of poor black 
communities. The Free Food Distribution Program, the Free Clothing 
Program, and the Free Shoe Program were extremely well received. 
Also popular were targeted give-away initiatives featuring free food, 
clothing, and shoes, sometimes in conjunction with a Party rally. Free- 
food rallies organized by the Winston-Salem Black Panther Party chap- 
ter inaugurated the Joseph Waddell Free Food Program to honor a 
beloved comrade who had died in state prison under suspicious cir- 
cumstances. One rally drew over two thousand people to the Kimberly 
Park Housing Project, where Party members gave out free food and 
shoes for children.*” 
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A lack of adequate ambulance services was an especially galling prob- 
lem in Black Winston-Salem. On October 17, 1970, fifteen-year-old 
Alan “Snake” Dendy was shot and then died when the drivers of the 
county ambulance that arrived on the scene refused to move his body, 
claiming they lacked authorization to do so. Responding to community 
outrage at the injustice, the local Panther chapter swung into action. 
By June 1971, the group had acquired an old hearse that it retrofitted 
as an ambulance. Party members had already been taking emergency 
medical technician (EMT) and first-aid classes at Surry Community 
College, and by summer’s end, they were certified as EMTs. The chap- 
ter was thus able to begin operating its own ambulance before the year 
was out.*8 

The free emergency ambulance service was a big success and was 
named the Joseph Waddell People’s Free Ambulance Service to com- 
memorate the Panthers’ recently deceased comrade. Waddell’s $7,000 
life insurance death benefit went to the local chapter, which used the 
money to subsidize the free ambulance program. Operating for over 
two years, the service at its height featured twenty-four-hour service 
and twenty certified EMTs who were Party members. The Forsyth 
County commissioners granted the chapter a franchise to operate.*? 

Another popular Panther effort, the Free Busing to Prison Program, 
helped incarcerated blacks stay connected to their families and commu- 
nities. Because so many inner-city blacks could not afford transporta- 
tion to and from prisons (which were often located in out-of-the-way 
rural sites) to visit relatives and friends, the busing program proved 
very popular, though it was expensive to maintain and suffered from 
chronic underfunding and persistent state efforts to destroy it.*° The 
busing program had multiple political aims. First, it helped sustain 
connections between imprisoned blacks and their home communities. 
“Just because a Brother or Sister commits a crime, is it correct for them 
to be cut off from their loved ones, friends and community with no 
communication?” asked Milwaukee’s Ronald Stark.*! 

Another aim of the Free Busing to Prison Program was to high- 
light the unjust incarceration of a disproportionate number of blacks 
and bring attention to the wrongful imprisonment of Panthers and 
other black political prisoners through bogus charges. The Panthers 
also sought to expose the alarming racism underlying these wrongs— 
an entire criminal injustice system for blacks and poor people. The 
extreme state repression of the Party, the unjust imprisonment of so 
many Party members, and the devastating consequences of both only 
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heightened the ideological and practical significance of the Party’s Free 
Busing to Prison Program.*? 

After becoming a member of the Detroit branch, JoNina Abron’s 
involvement in the busing program introduced her to the Party’s other 
community service programs: 


I drove one of the vans that transported families to visit their incarcerated 
relatives at Jackson State Prison. Having grown up as the sheltered daugh- 
ter of a minister and a music teacher, I was overwhelmed by my experience 
at Jackson State Prison, which was my first visit to a penitentiary. Another 
service that the [Black Panther Party] provided for prison inmates was the 
free commissary program. [Party] members secured donations of personal 
hygiene items and non-perishable foods and sent care packages to prison- 
ers. The party also offered attorney referral services for prison inmates. 


Just as the Party’s free medical clinics at times led to cooperation 
with local allies and outlasted the Party’s active involvement, several 
of the Free Busing to Prison programs lived beyond the Party. In Cleve- 
land, for instance, Panther JoAnn Bray’s work with the Party’s Free Bus- 
ing to Prison Program continued after the local Party itself collapsed. 
With ongoing community support and a $16,000 grant, Bray was able 
to keep the buses running for several years in the 1970s, changing the 
program’s name to the People’s Busing Program and charging a small 
fee.*4 

Panthers at all levels and from all class backgrounds had endured the 
racism of public schools and knew firsthand the crying need to remake 
fundamentally black public school education. The Black Panther Party 
thus committed itself to a relevant and empowering education for 
black children. Point 5 of the Party’s platform demanded an education 
“that exposes the true nature of this decadent American society” and 
“teaches us our true history and our role in the present-day society.” 
Such an education had to be probing and affirmative. It had to create 
highly skilled citizens dedicated to advancing the best interests of the 
black nation within the American nation. 

Building upon the tradition of black self-empowerment, alternative 
black schools dotted the progressive landscape before the Panthers came 
on the scene. The citizenship schools of the Civil Rights Movement, 
led by Septima Clark, helped many blacks master the knowledge and 
mechanics necessary to register to vote in the South before the Voting 
Rights Act. Freedom Summer 1964 in Mississippi featured a series of 
freedom schools that taught the fundamentals alongside black history 
and culture as well as the Civil Rights Movement’s ideology and goals. 
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These efforts contributed to the larger social changes transforming 
Mississippi and the rest of the former Confederacy.** 

The Panthers’ liberation schools extended this tradition by insisting 
on a Black Power revolution: the inclusion of black perspectives, experi- 
ences, and knowledge in the formal and informal school curricula. The 
liberation schools typically served children in kindergarten through the 
eighth grade and included meals, social welfare help for needy students 
and families, and extended hours. These schools also featured black 
history and culture, a diverse and rich academic and political curricu- 
lum, and lessons in the Party’s ideology, goals, and activities. Whereas 
the Party saw these schools as training grounds for well-equipped citi- 
zens, sensitive to issues of class, race, and socialism, the Black Panther 
Party’s enemies—principally state and federal governments—saw them 
as purveyors of anti-American and antiwhite propaganda. 

The Panthers launched at least nine liberation schools across the 
nation, from Seattle to the Bronx, with the first established in Berkeley 
in June 1969. These institutions varied in longevity, structure, sub- 
stance, and effectiveness. Because of the Party’s emphasis on education 
and the Panthers’ own often negative experiences with the mainstream 
education system, Party members labored hard and long to make these 
schools effective. Still, government misinformation and bad publicity 
led to the demise of several efforts, such as Black Panther Party-spon- 
sored liberation schools in Des Moines and Omaha.*¢ 

Variations on the Panthers’ central educational model sprouted up 
throughout the United States. Building upon the Party’s broader com- 
munity-based educational work, the Philadelphia chapter sponsored a 
People’s Free Library that featured texts by black authors. In the sum- 
mer of 1970, the Cleveland chapter ran a summer liberation school 
with meals and ten hours of instruction for twenty-five children. In 
Brooklyn, the local Party ran a liberation school that supplemented 
the basics with an Afrocentric focus. According to Miriam Monges, 
the schools emphasized “rudimentary aspects of the Afrocentric par- 
adigm.... We taught African history lessons and sponsored African 
dance classes.” 47 

The most substantial and successful Party liberation school was the 
flagship Intercommunal Youth Institute (IYI) in Oakland. Founded in 
January 1971, the school graduated its first class in 1974 and lasted 
through 1982, well after the rest of the Black Panther Party organi- 
zation had disintegrated. The TYI’s first class had twenty-eight stu- 
dents, most of whom were children of Party members. At its height, the 
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school had a waiting list of four hundred. Working with students from 
ages two and a half to eleven, the faculty, led from 1973 to 1981 by 
Ericka Huggins and a strong group of mostly women teachers, taught a 
demanding program to a student body with wide-ranging abilities and 
often challenging backgrounds.*8 

Adopting a pedagogy that grouped students by ability and achieve- 
ment rather than by age, the IYI sought to do its best by each student. 
The Party provided meals to students, and when the school expanded 
to encompass a middle school, it provided housing for some of the 
older children. The school also at times hosted other programs, includ- 
ing a GED (high school equivalency) program and instruction in mar- 
tial arts. At its height, the school was commended by Governor Jerry 
Brown and the California State Assembly for “having set the standard 
for the highest level of elementary education.” 


SHIFTING GENDER DYNAMICS 


Women were a pivotal force in the Panthers, at times constituting a 
majority of the Party’s membership. Panther women energized the local 
branches and played a central role in creating the indigenous culture 
of struggle that gave the local chapters their resonance and distinctive- 
ness. They kept the community programs alive and did most of the 
painstaking day-to-day social labor necessary to sustain the chapters. 
Providing informal child-care networks and day-care centers, assist- 
ing elderly and infirm community members with their housing, food, 
medical, and even more personal concerns were generally the province 
of Panther women. The Party heavily recruited women to staff pro- 
grams like the Free Breakfast for Children Program, where women, 
notably mothers, garnered special praise for their work. Reflecting tra- 
ditional gender norms, the Party newspaper enthusiastically endorsed 
these kinds of programs as fundamentally maternalist: particularly 
well suited to mothers’, and by extension to women’s, sensibilities and 
commitments.°° 

In its early years, especially before 1968 and the explosive subse- 
quent growth in Party membership, the organization was largely male. 
The Black Panther Party got its start as “a male-centered, male-domi- 
nated organization.” 5! The group’s initial rhetorical and programmatic 
emphasis on arming members for self-defense, organizing the “brothers 
on the block,” and revitalizing black manhood highlighted the Party’s 
masculinism. 
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Even after women began to join the Party en masse in 1968 and the 
struggle to achieve gender equity intensified, the Party never overcame 
what Tracye Matthews has aptly called its “masculine public identity.” 
Nevertheless, Frankye Malika Adams, speaking from her experiences 
at the grassroots level and reflecting a widely held view among Party 
members, noted, “Women ran the [Black Panther Party] pretty much. 
I don’t know how it came to be a male’s party or thought of as being a 
male’s party. Because these things, when you really look at it in terms 
of society, these things are looked on as being women’s things, . . . feed- 
ing children, taking care of the sick... . We actually ran the [Party’s] 
programs.” *? 

The gendering of the Party’s community programs as female and the 
public face of the Party as male became entrenched for two major rea- 
sons. First, the Party’s continuing masculinism and the society’s deeply 
ingrained gender norms undercut the women’s serious battles against 
sexism within the Party. Second, even as women’s participation became 
increasingly central to the operation of the Party and questions of gen- 
der equity loomed large, the Party had no formal and effective mech- 
anisms to root out sexism and misogyny. Consequently, despite the 
Panthers’ antisexist rhetoric and efforts and the efforts of many Pan- 
ther men and women to confront these ongoing problems, the problems 
persisted. Ericka Huggins recalls visiting a local chapter where women 
prepared the food and then waited in the kitchen until Panther men had 
eaten before serving themselves—a dynamic she quickly ended.’ 

Just as the lure of guns proved compelling for many recruits, both 
women and men, community service programs brought innumerable 
men and women into the Party and actively engaged large numbers 
of Panthers of both genders. Indeed, while women often ran many of 
the Free Breakfast for Children Programs, male participation in the 
programs was widespread, sensitizing innumerable Panther men to the 
importance of family, children, and gender issues for the Party as well 
as for black communities and the larger society. The Free Breakfast for 
Children Program specifically and the community service programs 
generally provided a powerful counter to the misleading stereotype of 
the Party as a bunch of gun-toting men. 

Many of the Party members who served black communities in the 
free breakfast and other community programs lived in low-cost, no- 
frills communal arrangements within black communities known as 
Panther pads or Panther cribs. To the extent that these homes operated 
along egalitarian and democratic lines, they worked for all involved. In 
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part, Panther pads reflected the Party’s critique of conventional famil- 
ial norms. As Huey Newton once noted, the traditional nuclear family 
in particular and conventional familial norms in general were “impris- 
oning, enslaving, and suffocating.” ** The Party’s open and nonmonog- 
amous communal living arrangements aimed to offer freer and more 
fulfilling lives. 

In fact, these Panther pads often perpetuated the very practices they 
were supposed to alleviate, reinscribing male privilege and sexist atti- 
tudes. Thus, women were primarily responsible for housework and 
bore the brunt of the responsibility for open relationships with men, 
taking on family planning and reproductive concerns—notably birth 
control and abortions. Similarly, pregnancy and child care were pri- 
marily women’s responsibility, so single mothers with children were 
often expected to pull the same load as their single and childless com- 
rades. Rather than ushering in greater gender and sexual equality, these 
Panther pads all too often replicated gender and sexual inequality.* 


THE POLITICS OF COMMUNITY SERVICE 


The Party’s community service programs were fundamentally politi- 
cal programs as well as socioeconomic ones and were thus vital to the 
Party’s developing political ideology and practices. Writing in 1969, 
Bobby Seale maintained that the programs were not “reform pro- 
grams” but “revolutionary, community, socialistic programs.” This 
distinction—by casting the programs as part of a broader insurgency 
to change the American capitalist system to a more equitable socialist 
one—was crucial to the Party’s political and ideological integrity. In 
the Panthers’ view, the programs were revolutionary, not reformist. As 
Seale explained, “A revolutionary program is one set forth by revolu- 
tionaries, by those who want to change the existing system to a better 
one,” whereas “a reform program is set up by the existing exploitative 
system as an appeasing handout, to fool the people and to keep them 
quiet. Examples of these programs are poverty programs, youth work 
programs, and things like that.” 36 

The Party’s community-based revolutionary ethos epitomized the 
pervasive desire within Black Power movements to empower black 
communities. The Party attracted large numbers of members and sup- 
porters, from various classes and races, who wanted to be part of a 
dynamic liberation movement rooted in the day-to-day struggles of 
ordinary black people, most of whom were poor and working class. 
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“Unlike the Niagara Movement, the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People, or the Urban League,” Miriam Monges 
reminds us, “the Party’s origins lie enmeshed among the black down- 
trodden. [Black Panther Party] offices were always located in the center 
of low-income areas of African American communities.” 37 The short- 
lived and all-black Niagara Movement (1905-9), the interracial NA ACP 
(1909-present), and the interracial Urban League (1r911-present) all 
began as middle-class-led movements. The Black Panther Party, as a 
movement primarily identified with the black working class and under- 
class, linked itself to movements like the Nation of Islam, Garveyism, 
and varieties of black worker- and union-based activism dating back to 
the nineteenth century.58 

Through direct service to the community, the Panthers accomplished 
several pressing functions. First, the services provided concrete aid to 
an impressive number and cross-section of folk—whites, blacks, and 
other people of color—materializing the notion of service to the com- 
munity. In addition to providing their own labor, the Panthers gener- 
ated alternative bases of funding and resources to serve impoverished 
communities, collecting individual and local business donations. 

Second, these programs accomplished crucial educational and politi- 
cal work within communities, conveying the insufficiency of the capi- 
talist welfare state to meet even the most basic needs of its citizens, 
especially its black citizens. As Ryan Nissim-Sabat has pointed out, the 
piecemeal yet serious efforts of these community programs represented 
a broader offensive “to compensate for the inadequate institutions of 
the state and to raise the consciousness of people in their local commu- 
nities.”*? As Yvonne King, deputy of labor in the Party’s Chicago chap- 
ter, observed in the spring of 1969, “Hunger among schoolchildren 
illustrates one of the basic contradictions in American society. America 
is one of the richest nations in the world, able to send countless num- 
bers of rockets into space at the drop of a dollar, yet people are starv- 
ing.” The Free Breakfast for Children Program in particular enabled 
the Party to crystallize these stark contradictions and heighten black 
awareness of such structural inequities. This deepening awareness then 
pushed black communities to create other programs to ameliorate the 
crushing problems stemming from systemic inequalities. 

Third, the Panthers’ programs expanded communities’ understand- 
ing of the process of grassroots institutional development—how to cre- 
ate and sustain their own much-needed institutions from the ground 
up. Building upon these communities’ tradition of active self-help, the 
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Party revitalized and modeled grassroots black community develop- 
ment and institution building. Its programs offered concrete examples 
of Black Power’s vision of community empowerment. The ultimate goal 
of these institutions was clear: self-determination. Empowering black 
communities to take control of their own affairs and manage them in 
their best interests was central to the Party’s social service programs. 

Fourth, these programs not only kept the Party alive in the face of 
awesome state repression, they also initially enabled it to grow dur- 
ing these trying times. Party members’ arduous work with very little 
formal remuneration—particularly in the breakfast programs and free 
medical clinics—won the Panthers’ strong support in black commu- 
nities and contributed substantially to the Party’s “street credibility.” 
This vital work likewise had strong support from liberal and progres- 
sive blacks and whites. 

The Party’s emphasis on direct community service as a means of 
advancing black community self-determination and ameliorating the 
ills besetting them linked it to the historic organizing tradition of the 
Black Liberation Struggle. Just as the Student Nonviolent Coordinat- 
ing Committee’s extraordinary organizing work helped galvanize the 
Southern Civil Rights Movement, the Panthers’ organizing efforts were 
vital to galvanizing the national Black Liberation Struggle.*! The social 
service programs linked the Party’s organizing work to a long tradi- 
tion, including the work of organizations like the postwar Nation of 
Islam, with its successful rehabilitation programs for black male pris- 
oners, exemplified by the rehabilitation of Malcolm X.® These kinds of 
formal programs constituted concrete steps to advance the best inter- 
ests of the black nation within the American nation. Black Panthers 
saw their own community-based programs as part of their commit- 
ment to a black nation-building project, an expression of the Party’s 
revolutionary nationalism. 

Even as the state wrenched into overdrive to decimate the Party in 
1969 and 1970, the community service programs attracted innumer- 
able new Party members and supporters and enabled the Party to keep 
growing. Jimmy Slater explained that he joined the Cleveland chap- 
ter because of “the many different positive programs sponsored by the 
party.”® Flores A. Forbes noted that “the work I most enjoyed” was 
the community service programs, particularly the free breakfast pro- 
grams for children in the four main Watts housing projects.** 

The state marshaled its vast and enormous powers and labored over- 
time to destroy the Party. In late August 1970, a series of Gestapo- 
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like raids of several Panther headquarters by the notorious Philadelphia 
police proved disastrous for the Party, causing extensive property loss 
and damage and subjecting arrested Party members to humiliating pub- 
lic strip searches in front of the media and the community. Still, the com- 
munity did not abandon the Party. Instead, in early September, ignor- 
ing police orders, community members labored to return the North 
Philadelphia office to a habitable state. Clarence Peterson remembered, 
“Tt was the most beautiful experience I’ve ever had in my whole life. I 
really cried because the people opened up our offices again. .. . We did 
not think our office would open again. The people in the community 
put everything back in the office. They put furniture back . . . they fed 
us for about a week . . . they kept our kids. It was something that I have 
never seen or heard of before. It was really something . . . it was out of 
sight... they told the cops that these are our Panthers, so leave them 
alone.”® Precisely because the Panthers responded as best they could 
to the pressing concerns of their home communities, these communi- 
ties embraced their Panthers, and the ties between local Panthers and 
local communities deepened. This deepening support came just in time. 


Law and Order 


On Sunday night September 8, 1968, Newton was convicted of man- 
slaughter in the killing of Officer Frey and sentenced to two to fifteen 
years in prison. He was acquitted of wounding the other officer. Many 
Panthers and their supporters were disappointed that their efforts had 
not saved Huey. Newton’s lawyer, Charles Garry, promised to appeal 
the decision. According to the New York Times, many police saw the 
sentence differently and wanted Newton executed for the killing of 
Frey. About thirty hours after Newton’s conviction, at 1:30 in the 
morning on September 10, two white on-duty uniformed police offi- 
cers shot up the windows and office of the Black Panther headquarters 
at 4421 Grove Street in Oakland. 

Residents of the area awoke to the sound of gunfire. Witnesses who 
saw the shooting said that the police shot at the office from inside 
their parked car, across four lanes of Grove Street. According to police 
sources, the officers fired more than a dozen bullets. The pattern of the 
bullet holes left by the shooting suggested that the officers were aiming 
at a poster of Newton in the wicker throne in the office front window.! 

Insurgency destabilizes traditional political arrangements, forcing 
various constituencies to take sides on contentious issues and leading 
to realignments. Such realignments are often accompanied by brutal 
attempts by traditional authorities to repress insurgents. In the United 
States in 1968, just such a political realignment took place. By 1968, 
the broad insurgency of which the Panthers were part—encompassing 
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the ghetto rebellions and draft resistance—made status quo political 
arrangements ungovernable. 

The governing Democratic coalition split along two axes—race and 
the Vietnam War. In the 1968 presidential election, Republican Richard 
Nixon seized the day with a “Law and Order” platform that attacked 
the Democrats by attacking the insurgents. Nixon’s victory that year 
brought increasingly virulent state repression of the Black Panthers 
alongside broad alienation of blacks and liberals. 


COINTELPRO 


Even before Nixon’s election, as the Black Panther Party mobilized 
young blacks in cities across the country, the federal government had 
targeted the Party for concerted repressive action. From the inception 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1908, the agency had tar- 
geted both leftists and black political organizations for covert investi- 
gation and at times disruption. Prime targets included Marcus Garvey’s 
Universal Negro Improvement Association, the Communist Party, the 
Wobblies (Industrial Workers of the World), and the National Associa- 
tion for the Advancement of Colored People.” In 1956, the FBI formal- 
ized and consolidated its disruptive (rather than intelligence-gathering) 
activities into the first counterintelligence program, or COINTELPRO, 
specifically targeting the Communist Party USA.? 

During the early days of the Civil Rights Movement, the FBI assid- 
uously monitored the activities of civil rights activists but did little 
to protect them from illegal violence and sometimes zealously prose- 
cuted movement leaders. Yet through 1963, the FBI did little to actively 
and directly repress the Civil Rights Movement.* However, by the end 
of 1963, as the movement attained international coverage and sup- 
port, the FBI had undertaken extensive efforts to hound and discredit 
Martin Luther King Jr., and it continued this activity until his death 
five years later. The agency disseminated damning information—some 
obtained through spying and some fabricated—to political leaders, 
funders, allies, churches, and journalists, alleging, for example, that 
King was under Communist influence or that he was having extramar- 
ital affairs. Sometimes the FBI alleged misappropriation of funds or 
various forms of hypocrisy. Though the FBI persisted in its efforts to 
discredit King, the campaign against him waned from December 1964 
until 1967, when he came out against the Vietnam War.° 

In the summer of 1967, the FBI dramatically shifted the direction 
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and intensity of its repression of black political organizations. In the 
summer of 1966, Stokely Carmichael first called for Black Power, and 
the Black Liberation Struggle entered a new phase. Organizations like 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Revolution- 
ary Action Movement declared common cause with the Vietnamese 
in opposing the American empire. By the following year, the tenor of 
the movement had become more nationalist and more confrontational. 
Urban rebellions raged in ghettos throughout the country. In Newark 
and Detroit, participants in the rebellions proclaimed black nationalist 
goals and called for armed resistance against the state. Thousands of 
young blacks rebelled. On April 4, 1967, Martin Luther King Jr. joined 
the younger generation of black movement leaders in publicly denounc- 
ing U.S. involvement in the war in Vietnam.° 

Many in the federal government believed the growing black rebel- 
lion constituted a threat to the internal security of the country. On 
August 25, 1967, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover sent a memo to twenty- 
three FBI field offices around the country instructing agents to initiate 
counterintelligence activities against black nationalist organizations: 


Offices receiving copies of this letter are instructed to immediately establish 
a control file... and to assign responsibility for following and coordinat- 
ing this new counterintelligence program to an experienced and imagina- 
tive Special Agent well versed in investigations relating to black nationalist, 
hate-type organizations. ... The purpose of this new counterintelligence 
endeavor is to expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise neutral- 
ize the activities of black nationalist, hate-type organizations and group- 
ings, their leadership, spokesmen, membership, and supporters. . . . Efforts 
of various groups to consolidate their forces or to recruit new or youthful 
adherents must be frustrated.” 


The memo targeted six “black nationalist hate-type” organizations. 
Most revealing was the inclusion of King’s Southern Christian Leader- 
ship Conference on the list. This was noteworthy because King and the 
other Christian ministers in the SCLC continued to call for nonviolence 
and rejected black nationalism outright, advocating instead for reforms 
within the political framework of the United States that would address 
the plight of blacks and other poor and dispossessed Americans. After 
the defeat of Jim Crow in the mid-1960s, King and the SCLC redirected 
their efforts and sought to heed the concerns of young blacks, calling 
for redress of the problems of poverty and for an end to the Vietnam 
War. In Hoover’s view, these political positions qualified the SCLC as 
a leading “black nationalist, hate-type” organization and a dire threat 
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to national security.’ The Black Panther Party, at the time still a local 
organization in the Oakland Bay Area, was not mentioned. 

On March 4, 1968, J. Edgar Hoover expanded the COINTELPRO 
against black nationalists to forty-one field offices, and in a new memo 
established the following five long-term goals for the program: 


1. Prevent the coalition of militant black nationalist groups. In unity there 
is strength; a truism that is no less valid for all its triteness. An effective 
coalition of black nationalist groups might be the first step toward a 
real “Mau Mau” in America, the beginning of a true black revolution. 

2. Prevent the rise of a “messiah” who could unify, and electrify, the mili- 
tant black nationalist movement. Malcolm X might have been such 
a “messiah;” he is the martyr of the movement today. Martin Luther 
King, Stokely Carmichael and Elijah Muhammad all aspire to this 
position. Elijah Muhammad is less of a threat because of his age. King 
could be a very real contender for this position should he abandon his 
supposed “obedience” to “white, liberal doctrines” (nonviolence) and 
embrace black nationalism. Carmichael has the necessary charisma to 
be a real threat in this way. 

3. Prevent violence on the part of black nationalist groups. This is of pri- 
mary importance, and is, of course, a goal of our investigative activity; 
it should also be a goal of the Counterintelligence Program. Through 
counterintelligence it should be possible to pinpoint potential trouble- 
makers and neutralize them before they exercise their potential for 
violence. 

4. Prevent militant black nationalist groups and leaders from gaining 
respectability, by discrediting them to three separate segments of the 
community. The goal of discrediting black nationalists must be handled 
tactically in three ways. You must discredit these groups and individu- 
als to, first, the responsible Negro community. Second, they must be dis- 
credited to the white community, both the responsible community and to 
“liberals” who have vestiges of sympathy for militant black nationalists 
simply because they are Negroes. Third, these groups must be discred- 
ited in the eyes of Negro radicals, the followers of the movement. This 
last area requires entirely different tactics from the first two. Publicity 
about violent tendencies and radical statements merely enhances black 
nationalists to the last group; it adds “respectability” in a different way. 

5. A final goal should be to prevent the long-range growth of militant 
black nationalist organizations, especially among youth. Specific 
tactics to prevent these groups from converting young people must 
be developed.? 


One month later to the day, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. 
Following the assassinations of King and Bobby Hutton, the Black 
Panther Party quickly spread across the country and attained tremen- 
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dous influence. By the fall of 1968, the Party had clearly emerged as the 
nation’s leading black movement organization. The party’s rhetoric and 
ideology did not change significantly in this period, nor did its tactics. 
The Party was no more militant in action or rhetoric in September 1968 
than it had been in March. What changed was the party’s influence, 
its growing national scope, and the political challenge it now posed to 
the status quo. While the FBI did not mention the Black Panther Party 
in earlier COINTELPRO memos targeting black nationalist organi- 
zations, the agency now began to focus its attention on the Panthers. 
According to an FBI internal memo in September 1968: 


The extremist [Black Panther Party] of Oakland, California, is rapidly 
expanding... [It] is essential that we not only accelerate our investiga- 
tions of this organization, and increase our informants in the organization 
but that we take action under the counterintelligence program to disrupt 
the group. ... The attached letter will instruct the field to submit positive 
suggestions as to actions to be taken to thwart and disrupt the [Party].... 
These suggestions are to create factionalism between not only the national 
leaders but also local leaders, steps to neutralize all organizational efforts 
of the [Black Panther Party], as well as create suspicion amongst the leaders 
as to each other’s sources of finances, suspicion concerning their respective 
spouses and suspicion as to who may be cooperating with law enforcement. 
In addition, suspicion should be developed as to who may be attempting to 
gain control of the organization for their own private betterment, as well 
as suggestions as to the best method of exploiting the foreign visits made 
by [Party] members. We are also soliciting recommendations as to the best 
method of creating opposition to the [Black Panther Party] on the part of 
the majority of the residents of the ghetto areas.!° 


THE HAWK IS DEAD 


Even as the federal government targeted the Black Panther Party for 
intensive repression in 1968, deepening cleavages in the ruling Demo- 
cratic Party coalition increased the salience of the Panthers’ politics. 
The divide in the Democratic coalition over the politics of race was 
not new. In the early 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement had forced the 
national Democratic Party’s hand on the question of civil rights for 
blacks. President Lyndon Johnson’s support of civil rights won broad 
support but alienated many southern Democrats. Johnson had won the 
presidency in a landslide in 1964, winning every state but five in the 
Deep South and Arizona. The ongoing Black Liberation Struggle in the 
mid-1960s deepened the divisions over race in the Democratic coali- 
tion. Liberals in the Democratic Party supported full equal civil rights 
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for blacks but could not support calls for black self-determination by 
the younger generation of Black Power activists. Conversely, many tra- 
ditional southern Democrats assailed liberals for “encouraging rebel- 
lion” and called for uncompromising repression of black activists. 

The mid-1960s also brought a new divide over the Vietnam War. 
The public came to oppose the war, with one Gallup poll showing that 
58 percent believed the war was a mistake by October 1968." President 
Johnson’s difficulty appeasing opponents of the war had first become 
serious in 1967 with the spread of draft resistance. Johnson could not 
simply ignore the draft resistance as he had earlier shrugged off more 
passive protests against the war; the card burning and induction refus- 
als challenged his leadership. Consequently, the president sought to dis- 
credit the antiwar movement. He repeatedly pressed the FBI and Central 
Intelligence Agency to investigate links between the antiwar movement 
and foreign governments. His administration leaked allegations to 
the press about Martin Luther King Jr.’s “communist” aides and the 
Communist affiliations of other leading antiwar organizers in order 
to discredit the protest among liberals. But these efforts failed. While 
many Americans said they opposed the militancy of the draft resisters, 
the draft resistance movement ate away at Johnson’s credibility.” 

The draft resistance movement challenged the legitimacy of the war. 
The anti-imperialist idea that the Vietnamese were fighting for their 
liberation contradicted the administration’s assertion that the North 
Vietnamese National Liberation Front (NLF), or Vietcong, was unpop- 
ular and would be rapidly defeated. Like the Civil Rights Movement, the 
militancy of the draft resistance forced the federal government to inter- 
vene to maintain social order. Also like the Civil Rights Movement, the 
protests increasingly resonated with popular sympathies. By December 
1967, support for the war was declining; some 45 percent of people 
polled thought the Vietnam War was a mistake.'3 But unlike the Civil 
Rights Movement, draft resistance specifically violated federal rather 
than local policies. 

After the Pentagon protests, with graphic challenges to Johnson’s 
leadership and no end of the war in sight, support for Johnson’s han- 
dling of the war fell to a low of 28 percent. A week later, Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara told Johnson that he strongly disapproved 
of the president’s Vietnam policy and resigned. Criticism in the press 
ballooned, and challenges in Congress became bolder. In November 
1967, Minnesota senator Eugene McCarthy defied political convention 
and announced that he would seek the Democratic Party nomination 


LawandOrder | 205 


for the 1968 presidential election, thereby challenging the incumbent 
president from his own party. McCarthy framed his campaign almost 
entirely as a crusade against the war in Vietnam.” 

Increasingly worried that the antiwar movement was eroding con- 
fidence in both his leadership and the war effort, Johnson launched a 
public relations campaign to allay public fears about the war’s prog- 
ress. The handsome young general William Westmoreland was partic- 
ularly effective, assuring TV audiences he was “very, very encouraged” 
that the United States was “making real progress.” 

Then came the Tet offensive. Without warning, on the eve of “Tet,” 
the Vietnamese New Year, January 30, 1968, the National Liberation 
Front simultaneously attacked the U.S.-supported Vietnamese govern- 
ment in thirty-six of the forty-four provincial capitals of South Viet- 
nam, causing a widespread breakdown in government authority and 
suspension of the constitutional process by South Vietnamese presi- 
dent Nguyen Van Thieu. In the South Vietnamese capital of Saigon, 
NLF forces penetrated the supposedly invulnerable U.S. embassy, and 
the press carried pictures of American soldiers lying dead inside the 
compound. In four days of fighting, 281 American troops were killed 
and 1,195 were wounded. Fighting persisted in Saigon for a week. In 
Hue, the former imperial capital in central Vietnam, the NLF seized 
power. It took three weeks of aerial bombing and the destruction of 
eighteen thousand of the twenty thousand houses in Hue for U.S. allies 
to reclaim the city. All told, at least twelve thousand Vietnamese civil- 
ians were killed and countless refugees had to be evacuated to restore 
order in South Vietnam.!6 

In the United States, the reports of the Tet offensive intensified public 
concern that the war was wrong and that it would be long and bloody 
and cost many more American lives. The bloody battle belied Johnson’s 
assertion that American victory was near and strengthened the claim 
of many in the antiwar movement that the NLF had popular support 
and that people were fighting for self-determination and would to go 
to any length to resist U.S. imperialism. The “Vietcong remain ada- 
mant in their struggle to overthrow the South Vietnamese Government 
and force the United States out of the country,” the New York Times 
reported, quoting a captured NLF soldier: “An easy victory costs little 
blood, a difficult victory costs much blood. ... Regardless, the result 
will be victory.” ” 

Public approval of Johnson’s handling of the war plummeted after 
Tet.!8 A February poll showed that for the first time, a majority of 
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Americans believed that it was a “mistake” to keep U.S. troops in 
Vietnam.’ The press also turned against the war. Even Walter Cron- 
kite, the nation’s most respected anchorperson, renowned for his jour- 
nalistic objectivity, came out against the war. In February, upon return- 
ing from an investigative tour of Vietnam, he reported that the president’s 
policies were failing there.*° 

On March 12, Eugene McCarthy, critical of Johnson’s handling of 
the war, almost beat him in the New Hampshire primary, garnering 
42 percent of the vote to Johnson’s 49 percent. Four days later, with 
Johnson’s vulnerability clear, Robert Kennedy—the former attorney 
general, younger brother of slain President John F. Kennedy, and now a 
senator with powerful political and financial backing and widespread 
appeal—entered the race.”! 

Johnson circulated a draft speech to several close advisers on March 
28 taking a hard-line, hawkish stance advancing the war. Clark Clif- 
ford, Johnson’s newly appointed secretary of defense and one of his clos- 
est advisers, told the president he could not give the speech. “What 
seems not to be understood,” he said, “is that major elements of 
the national constituency—the business community, the press, the 
churches, professional groups, college presidents, students, and most 
of the intellectual community—have turned against this war.”?? In the 
last days of March, Johnson reassigned General Westmoreland and 
denied the military’s request for 209,000 new troops, setting a ceil- 
ing of 549,500 troops for Vietnam. Johnson’s advisers drafted a new 
speech. On March 31, the president gave this revised speech to the 
nation largely as drafted. He said he was moving toward de-escalation 
in Vietnam, halting bombing north of the 20th parallel, and hoping to 
open peace talks with the communists.” 

Then Johnson made an announcement that surprised many of his 
advisers as well as much of the nation. Lyndon B. Johnson, who had 
won the 1964 presidential election with more than 90 percent of the 
electoral college and the largest percentage of the popular vote ever 
recorded in U.S. history, announced he would not seek re-election in 
1968.74 Exuberant college students poured out of dormitories across 
the country cheering, “The hawk is dead!”?5 


DEMOCRATS BETRAY THE BASE 


Despite widespread opposition to the war, Vice President Hubert Hum- 
phrey soon entered the presidential race with the support of the Demo- 
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cratic Party establishment, pledging to pursue the war. On June 5, on 
a platform critical of the Vietnam War, Robert Kennedy won the Cali- 
fornia Democratic primary. Many antiwar liberals celebrated the vic- 
tory, rallying around Kennedy as the likely Democratic nominee. But 
at his victory celebration that evening at the Ambassador Hotel in Los 
Angeles, Kennedy was assassinated. 

The Democratic nomination and the party’s position on Vietnam 
would be decided at the Democratic National Convention that August 
in Chicago. The National Mobilization Committee to End the War 
in Vietnam (“the MOBE”), a coalition of ideologically diverse anti- 
war organizations that had organized the Pentagon protests, planned 
demonstrations to take place outside the convention.?® Organizers also 
invited the Black Panthers to speak. In late August, Bobby Seale and 
David Hilliard flew to Chicago.?” 

Only when challenged do authorities reveal where they are willing to 
compromise and what they will do to hold onto power. Despite wide- 
spread opposition to the war among registered Democrats, the party 
leadership was not willing to cede ground on its Vietnam policy. Yet 
the vociferous resistance within the party challenged the legitimacy of 
the Democratic leadership, which attempted to repress the resistance. 
In preparation for the convention, Chicago mayor Richard Daley sealed 
off the convention site with barbed wire, refused to grant permits to 
many protestors and stalled on other requests, placed all twelve thou- 
sand Chicago police officers on twelve-hour shifts, mobilized more than 
five thousand National Guardsmen and provided them with riot train- 
ing, and called in six thousand U.S. Army troops equipped with flame- 
throwers, bayonets, bazookas, and machine guns mounted on Jeeps.*® 

Small but disruptive protests through the weekend of August 24 
and the early part of the week encountered aggressive police. A troop 
of 150 police broke up a protestor encampment at Lincoln Park with 
tear gas and nightsticks.2? Many in the black community watched the 
conflict with interest, remembering Daley’s “shoot to kill” orders dur- 
ing the black rebellion in Chicago following King’s assassination in 
April. Hundreds of young black people from the Chicago area joined 
the confrontations.*° Police removed badges and beat both protestors 
and news reporters with abandon.®*! 

Inside the convention hall, the Democratic Party leadership was 
busy repressing another kind of challenge. During the primary election, 
registered Democrats had displayed overwhelming opposition to the 
administration’s policy in Vietnam, and 80 percent had voted for can- 
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didates critical of the Vietnam War. True to the voters, a group of anti- 
war delegates proposed a plank to the platform committee calling for 
de-escalation in Vietnam along the lines proposed by McCarthy and 
Kennedy. But the platform committee endorsed a prowar plank and 
pushed this through on the floor a few days later. Then, on Wednesday 
August 29, although antiwar candidates McCarthy and Kennedy had 
received the vast majority of the primary votes cast, convention dele- 
gates handpicked by party machine leaders nominated prowar Hubert 
Humphrey for president. Downtown Chicago exploded that night.*? 

More than ten thousand people gathered for a legally sanctioned 
nonviolent protest at Grant Park across the street from the Hilton 
Hotel where many delegates were staying. When someone lowered the 
American flag, the police swooped in, bloodying a number of protes- 
tors. Black Panther chairman Bobby Seale told the protestors: “If you 
dissent, your heads will be whipped and your skulls will be cracked... . 
Every time the people disagree with the basic decisions of the power 
structure it sends in its arms, guns, and force to make them agree.” 33 

Tom Hayden, a founder and former president of the Students for a 
Democratic Society, took the microphone and called for the protestors 
to shake up the city: “The city and the military machinery it has aimed 
at us won’t permit us to protest in an organized fashion. Therefore, 
we must move out of this park in groups throughout the city, and turn 
this overheated military machine against itself. Let us make sure that 
if blood flows, it flows all over the city. If they use gas against us, let us 
make sure they use gas against their own citizens.” 34 The action on the 
street was electric as young people of various races and social classes 
confronted the police head-on. SDS developed “affinity groups” to act 
in a “guerilla” fashion, avoiding police attack and moving the melee 
into the busy streets of Chicago. 

Now disillusioned, many of the antiwar liberal kids who had poured 
their hearts into McCarthy’s campaign joined the radicals confront- 
ing the police in the streets. Even those who had tried to quiet the 
protests earlier because they believed they would dampen McCarthy’s 
chances joined in. Some threw rocks at the police, who in turn stormed 
McCarthy’s headquarters on the fifteenth floor of the Hilton, tossing 
several staff members out of bed and breaking a club over one’s head. 
The McCarthyites’ anger grew: “Well, from now on it’s the Battle of 
Algiers,” one declared. Soldiers chased protestors through the streets 
of downtown Chicago, spraying them with tear gas through converted 
flamethrowers. The gas was so thick that even Democratic nominee 
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Hubert Humphrey had trouble breathing in his suite in the Hilton 
many stories above the street. The carpet in the hotel lobby was cov- 
ered with vomit from those made sick by the gas. Out on the streets, 
small groups of protestors, confronted by police, dispersed, circled, and 
regrouped. The police lined up platoon style, shouting “Kill, Kill, Kill” 
with clubs raised. Any protestor the police caught, along with many 
news reporters and other bystanders, were knocked to the ground and 
beaten. One group was pushed through the plate-glass window of the 
Hilton’s Haymarket Lounge by police.*° 

Senator Abraham Ribicoff of Connecticut condemned Daley for 
“Gestapo” tactics. Other official delegates held up signs comparing 
Chicago to Prague, where Soviet troops and tanks were crushing a lib- 
eral Czech movement.*¢ All told, more than 1,000 people, including 
192 police, were injured and 662 were arrested. One young man was 
shot to death by the police. 

Panther minister of information Eldridge Cleaver held a press confer- 
ence, announcing, “We have been driven out of the political arena... . 
We will not dissent from the American Government. We will overthrow 
it.”37 Renowned journalist I.F. Stone declared, “The war is destroy- 
ing our country as we are destroying Vietnam.” Kennedy aide Richard 
Goodwin said, “This is just the beginning.” 38 In the revolutionary mood 
following Chicago, tens of thousands of young people joined the New 
Left. The greatest growth was in the months following Chicago. By the 
time of the presidential elections in November, SDS alone had at least 
eighty thousand members—up from thirty-five thousand in April.*? 


THE GREATEST THREAT 


The insurgents had split the governing Democratic coalition. The Demo- 
cratic Party leadership was unwilling to yield to the antiwar position of 
the party base. The Democrats had embraced civil rights, losing tradi- 
tional support from the Dixiecrats. But they had failed to address the 
persistent poverty, lack of political representation, ghettoization, and 
police brutality that were the core concerns of Black Power activists. 
Richard Nixon took advantage of the fractures in the Democratic 
coalition by seeking to unify the Republican Party behind a “Law and 
Order” platform. He attacked the Democrats by attacking the rebels. 
He blamed the flagging war effort in Vietnam and the growing black 
and antiwar rebellions on the Democrats’ weakness. “The long dark 
night for America is about to end,” Nixon pledged.*? Nixon called for 
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tough government action to repress the rebels: “It is too late for more 
commissions to study violence. It is time for the government to stop it. 
The people of this country want an end to government that acts out of a 
spirit of neutrality or beneficence or indulgence towards criminals. We 
must cease as well the granting of special immunities and moral sanc- 
tions to those who deliberately violate public laws—even when those 
violations are done in the name of peace or civil rights or anti-poverty 
or academic reform.”*! 

Positioning himself to capture the conservatives in the Democratic 
Party who were deeply troubled by social unrest and wanting to attract 
as much of the white supremacist vote as he could, Nixon conflated 
crime, ghetto rebellion, civil rights, and student protest. The gam- 
bit worked. On November 5, by the thinnest of margins, Nixon was 
elected the thirty-seventh president of the United States.” 

From the first days of his presidency, Nixon took a personal interest 
in repressing the Black Panther Party. In early 1969, he asked FBI direc- 
tor Hoover how extensively the Justice Department was targeting the 
Party. Nixon was displeased when Hoover reported little action and 
said he would inform Attorney General John Mitchell of the impor- 
tance of moving against the Panthers.*? In response, Mitchell’s Justice 
Department identified the Panthers as a “menace to national security” 
and set up a task force on extremism—independent of FBI activities— 
whose main charter was to repress the Panthers. One plan of action the 
department considered was wide legal prosecution of Black Panthers 
for “conspiring to advocate the violent overthrow of the government” 
under the Smith Act that had been used to jail Communists in the 
19508.14 

On July 15, 1969, Hoover publicly announced that of all the black 
nationalist groups, “the Black Panther Party, without question, repre- 
sents the greatest threat to the internal security of the country.” This 
statement stood in stark contrast to earlier public statements by the 
FBI about the Panthers. The FBI report for fiscal year 1968, which was 
released on October 1, 1968, barely mentioned the Panthers, and its 
report for 1967 had not mentioned them at all.*¢ But by the fall of 1968, 
the FBI was secretly developing what would become its most intensive 
program to repress any black political organization. Of 295 actions 
initiated by the FBI’s Counterintelligence Program to destabilize black 
nationalist organizations, 233 of them—or 79 percent—targeted the 
Black Panther Party.“ Federal actions against the Panthers ranged from 
spreading false information about misappropriation of party money to 
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fomenting marital strife, and in some cases, participating in planned 
killings of Panther leaders. 

COINTELPRO aimed to undermine the Black Panthers’ ability to 
threaten the political status quo. Toward that end, its agents tried to fos- 
ter divisions between the Panthers and potential recruits and between 
the Party and other organizations, as well as among the Black Panthers 
themselves. 

No aspect of the Black Panther program was of greater concern to 
the FBI than the Free Breakfast for Children Program, which fostered 
widespread support for the Panthers’ revolutionary politics. Hoover 
drove home this point in an airtel to the special agent in charge in San 
Francisco on May 27, 1969: 


You state that the Bureau under the CIP [COINTELPRO] should not 
attack programs of community interest such as the [Black Panther Party] 
“Breakfast for Children.” You state that this is because many prominent 
“humanitarians,” both white and black, are interested in the program 
as well as churches which are actively supporting it. You have obviously 
missed the point... . You must recognize that one of our primary aims in 
counterintelligence as it concerns the [Party] is to keep this group isolated 
from the moderate black and white community which may support it. This 
is most emphatically pointed out in their Breakfast for Children Program, 
where they are actively soliciting and receiving support from uninformed 
whites and moderate blacks.*8 


The FBI took extensive measures to undermine support for the Panthers’ 
breakfast program. For example, agents sent forged letters and incendi- 
ary propaganda to supermarkets to dissuade them from providing food 
and impersonated concerned parishioners to dissuade churches from 
providing space for the program.” 

Various branches of the federal government mobilized to address the 
political threat posed by the Panthers. In response to White House inter- 
est in Internal Revenue Service (IRS) support of efforts to repress “ide- 
ological organizations,” the IRS established the Activist Organizations 
Committee in July 1969 to “collect basic intelligence data” on mem- 
bers of the Black Panther Party, organizations that did business with 
the Black Panther Party, and other “radical” political organizations. 
The FBI supplied the IRS with the names of individuals and organiza- 
tions. The IRS, in return, supplied detailed personal financial informa- 
tion and also targeted these individuals for special enforcement of tax 
regulations.~° 

In June 1970, a joint report by the FBI, the CIA, the Defense Intel- 
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ligence Committee, and the National Security Agency identified the 
Black Panther Party as the most “active and dangerous” black nation- 
alist threat to internal security. The report expressed particular con- 
cern about widespread grassroots support for the Party, noting, “A 
recent poll indicates that approximately 25 percent of the black pop- 
ulation has a great respect for the [Black Panther Party], including 
43 percent of blacks under 21 years of age.” The report also empha- 
sized the large, 150,000 weekly circulation of the Panther newspaper, 
189 speaking engagements on college campuses in 1969, strong sup- 
port from the Students for a Democratic Society and other New Left 
groups, the appeal of the Black Panthers to blacks in the military, and 
the Party’s international support from students in Europe, guerilla 
movements in the Middle East, and the governments of Cuba, North 
Korea, and Algeria.*! 

Before Nixon’s election as president, there had not been a single 
police raid of a Black Panther office. Police had stopped and arrested 
small groups of Panthers selling the Black Panther newspaper. They 
had also confronted Panthers in spontaneous conflicts outside Panther 
offices in New York and Denver, and in the Bay Area, they had raided 
the homes of Bobby Seale and the Cleavers, encountering minimal 
resistance.°” 

But state repression of the Panthers intensified after Nixon’s elec- 
tion. Even before Nixon took office in January 1969, police and federal 
agents began staging raids on Panther offices. It is not clear whether 
the wave of raids of Panther offices that followed was the indepen- 
dent response of local police to the victory of Nixon’s Law and Order 
campaign in the polls or whether the FBI systematically encouraged 
the change in policy nationwide. In either case, no form of repression 
was more direct, more provocative, or more violent. In January 1968, 
Newton had issued Executive Mandate No. 3, commanding Panthers 
to defend their homes and offices with guns against trespass by police 
who could not produce legal warrants. Panthers around the country 
took this mandate seriously, preparing for unwarranted raids by police 
and in some cities fortifying their offices for attack. In this context, 
raids on Panther offices were essentially acts of war—usually planned 
confrontations in which authorities expected armed resistance. 

At 8:00 A.M. on December 18, 1968, police and federal agents stormed 
the Panther office in Indianapolis, shooting tear gas canisters through 
the window and arresting three Panthers. They then ransacked the 
office. Photos show everything in the office tossed about and destroyed. 
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Federal marshals claimed they were searching for unregistered weap- 
ons, but they found none. 

After a wedding reception for Lauren Watson, chair of the Denver 
Black Panthers, at a Panther office and cultural center in December 
1968, police raided and ransacked the center. They ripped and dam- 
aged books and cultural objects. Photos taken after the raid show the 
center in disarray, with strewn papers and broken furniture. The wed- 
ding had been attended by some of Denver’s most prominent black 
leaders, and the black press covered the raid. No Panthers were in the 
office at the time of the raid.** 

On December 27, 1968, one hundred police and FBI agents—weapons 
drawn—knocked down the door of the Des Moines Panther headquar- 
ters. They ransacked the office, confiscated some papers, and arrested 
two Panthers on charges of arson at a local lumber company.’ 

That same month, at 4:15 on a Sunday morning, two white men 
dressed in police uniforms pulled up in front of the Newark Black 
Panther office in an unmarked vehicle and threw two small bombs at 
the office. The bombs shattered parts of the front wall and window 
and started a fire in the office; four Panthers were injured, including 
Carl Nichols, who suffered a broken arm and burns on his legs. Police 
spokesmen alleged that the Panthers were the ones who had earlier 
shot up the front of the Newark police station with a machine gun 
but denied Panther charges that the bombing of the Panther office was 
retaliation for that shooting.** 

The New York chapter of the Black Panther Party was one of the 
largest, most active, and most effective. At 1:00 A.M. on April 2, 1969, 
based on the allegations of three paid informants, a New York grand 
jury indicted twenty-one Black Panthers for plotting to bomb depart- 
ment stores, police stations, and the Brooklyn Botanical Garden. At 
5:00 in the morning, New York police simultaneously raided five Black 
Panther houses, arresting twelve Panthers. Other members of the chap- 
ter were already in police custody; a few escaped capture and went into 
exile. Those indicted were Afeni Shakur (the mother of future rap star 
Tupac Shakur), Lumumba Shakur, Dhoruba (Richard Moore), Sekou 
Odinga (Nathanial Burns), Jamal (Eddie Joseph), Joan Bird, Cetawayo 
(Michael Tabor), Kuwasi Balagoon (Donald Weems), Robert Collier, 
Richard Harris, Ali Bey Hassan (John J. Casson), Abayama Katara 
(Alex McKiever), Kwando Kinshasa (William King), Baba Odinga 
(Walter Johnson), Shaba Ogun Om (Lee Roper), Curtis Powell, Clark 
Squire, Larry Mack, Mshina (Thomas Berry), Lonnie Epps, and Mkuba 
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(Lee Berry). While the evidence against them was flimsy, the judge set 
bail prohibitively high: $100,000 each for most of the “Panther 21.” 
Although all twenty-one defendants were eventually acquitted, most of 
them remained in jail for two years while the trial proceeded, incapac- 
itating most of the New York Panther leadership. The case became a 
major cause for further mobilization of Panthers and their allies across 
the United States.*” 

Just after midnight on April 27, 1969, a bomb exploded in the Des 
Moines Black Panther headquarters, demolishing one side of the build- 
ing, including the bathroom, kitchen, conference room, and distribu- 
tion room. Photos show half the building obliterated, with large sec- 
tions of the walls and roof destroyed. Six Panthers were in the other 
half of the building at the time; miraculously, no one was seriously hurt. 
Police arrived less than thirty seconds later, cordoned off the building, 
and began seizing documents from inside the house. When some of the 
Panthers objected, police used mace against them and arrested three 
of them for disturbing the peace and resisting arrest. The Panthers 
charged the police with bombing the office and argued that the unnatu- 
ral quickness of their arrival after the explosion showed that they knew 
of the bombing in advance.’ 

On April 28, 1969, after a Panther rally to mobilize support for the 
“Free Huey!” campaign, police raided the San Francisco office of the 
Black Panther Party. Carrying Thompson submachine guns and M16 
rifles, police kicked in the front door, shooting bullets into the office 
and filling it with tear gas. Eleven Panthers fled through the back door, 
and police arrested all of them. Nine of the eleven were later released 
without charge; Cleveland Brooks was booked for disturbing the peace, 
and Panther Field Marshal Donald Cox was arrested for suspicion of 
assault on a police officer.*? 

At 1:00 A.M. on June 5, 1969, police surrounded Panther head- 
quarters in Milwaukee and arrested five Panthers standing outside on 
charges of carrying concealed weapons and loitering. 

At 9:15 P.M. on June 15, 1969, police sought to disperse a gathering 
of blacks in a local park across the street from the Black Panther Party 
office in Sacramento. The crowd, including many women, resisted, and 
the confrontation became violent, with police spraying mace and beat- 
ing people, who in turn threw rocks and bottles at the police. Police 
tried to cordon off the crowd, and many of the participants retreated 
to the Black Panther office. Police fired dozens of shots into the office, 
and Panthers escaped out the back doors. Police then ransacked the 


LawandOrder | 215 


office, smashing windows, strewing papers on the floor, and breaking 
office equipment. Shooting between police and local residents contin- 
ued for six hours. Fifteen people, many of them police, suffered gun- 
shot wounds. By the end of the episode, police had arrested thirty- 
seven people, including several Panthers, whom they beat in jail.*! 

On July 14, 1969, police raided the Black Panther office in San Diego, 
confiscating the weapons stash—which the Panthers claimed were all 
legal—overturning the desks, and strewing papers on the floor. 

On August 9, 1969, at 9:00 P.M., dozens of police surrounded the 
Black Panther Party office in Richmond, California. The Panthers called 
their radio contacts, who promptly made an announcement on air, and 
dozens of people from the neighborhood quickly turned out to observe 
the police. After a short while, the police got in their cars and left. 6 

In the early morning of September 2, 1969, police surrounded a 
Panther house in San Diego and ordered the occupants—two women 
and a baby—to leave their home. When the police could not produce a 
warrant, the women refused to leave or to let the police in. The police 
fired tear gas canisters into the house through a window. Neighbors 
turned out and began throwing rocks and bricks at the police, who 
proceeded to arrest most members of the crowd. Eventually, the two 
women came out of the house with the baby, and the police arrested 
them too. Next the police ransacked the house, seizing Panther arms 
and ammunition. They claimed they were looking for Ronald Freeman, 
a Panther captain, who was wanted on suspicion of murder.** 

On September 23, 1969, FBI agents and Philadelphia police sur- 
rounded the Philadelphia Black Panther headquarters. They arrested 
everyone inside and confiscated the Panthers’ files and an Mrz4 rifle.* 
These and other actions only served to incite people’s anger. 

The political realignment of 1968 held far-reaching consequences 
for the Black Panthers that would set the context for the next phase 
of the Party’s development through 1969 and much of 1970. Nixon’s 
“Law and Order” victory intensified state repression of the Panthers. 
Simultaneously, large portions of society, including many black people 
and opponents of the war, felt betrayed by the political establishment. 
For many, harsh repression confirmed the anti-imperialist view that the 
government did not serve the interests of the people. Even as right-wing 
Nixon seized the presidency, the Left expanded and deepened its com- 
mitment to fight imperialism. The more the state attempted to repress 
the Panthers, the more influential the Party would become. 


41st and Central 


By January 1969, the Los Angeles chapter of the Black Panther Party 
had consolidated its status as a leading black nationalist organiza- 
tion in the city, rivaled only by Ron Karenga’s US organization. The 
Los Angeles Panther chapter was not yet a large organization, but the 
killings of Panthers Bartholomew, Lawrence, and Lewis by police in 
the shoot-out at the gas station during the Watts festival in August 
1968 had not scared everyone away either. If anything, the fact that 
these Panthers stood their ground and fought the police to the death 
strengthened the Party’s revolutionary credentials and drew new re- 
cruits, including alienated Vietnam War hero Geronimo Pratt. 

In addition to earning a Purple Heart, Sergeant Elmer “Geronimo” 
Pratt—a former high school quarterback from Morgan City, Louisi- 
ana—had earned many honors in his first tour of duty in Vietnam, 
including the Soldier’s Medal and the Air Medal. He lost many friends 
in combat and had been wounded in action several times, including 
once by shrapnel from a land mine. Medics reported that only the extra 
sandbags with which Pratt had lined the bottom of his jeep had saved 
his life. In the incident that earned him the Soldier’s Medal, Pratt saved 
the lives of fellow soldiers when their helicopter crashed. Pratt’s citation 
read, “Pfc. Pratt, disregarding his own safety, entered the burning air- 
craft. Aware of the possibility of enemy activity in the area and the like- 
lihood of an explosion in the helicopter, Pfc. Pratt made repeated trips 
into the aircraft until all five occupants had been removed and taken a 
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safe distance from the flaming wreckage. His heroic and selfless action, 
at the risk of his own life, is in keeping with the highest traditions of 
the military service and reflects great credit upon himself, his unit and 
the United States of America.”! 

Pratt was a committed soldier, and he later recalled that he simply 
saw his ordeals in Vietnam as part of the job. He was ready, even eager, 
to return to Vietnam. But in the summer of 1967, Pratt was sent to 
Detroit to put down the black uprising there. He later recalled, “They 
took away our dignity as soldiers. One month we’re risking our lives 
for our country, and the next we’re getting ready to fire on our own 
people. I knew if the order came I couldn’t obey it.”? 

When Pratt was sent back to Vietnam for a second tour of duty, he 
saw things in a new light. He began having nightmares and became crit- 
ical of the war. “After a while,” recalled Pratt, “I began to see the war 
as another kind of racism. .. . All we ever heard was ‘gooks,’ ‘Buddha- 
heads,’ ‘slopes,’ same way our daddies heard ‘Krauts’ and ‘Japs.’ You 
got to make people subhuman before you kill ’em. I saw things I don’t 
want to remember. I did things I don’t want to remember. That second 
tour was a bad time.”> Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in April 
1968 was a wakeup call for Pratt. People back home had been telling 
him that a race war was approaching, and that they needed him. By 
June, he was back in Morgan City with an honorable discharge. 

In September 1968, Pratt traveled to Los Angeles, where he met 
Bunchy Carter through a family friend. He arrived only a few weeks 
after police killed three Panthers at the Watts Summer Festival. Pratt 
agreed to share his military knowledge to help Bunchy train the Black 
Panthers in more effective self-defense measures. According to Pratt, 
Bunchy gave him the honorary name “Geronimo ji Jaga,” after the fierce 
warriors of the Jaga people of the Congo. Geronimo became Bunchy’s 
right-hand man and stayed in Los Angeles to train the Panthers.‘ 

John and Ericka Huggins and Elaine Brown shared a communal 
apartment that served as an informal headquarters for the Party leader- 
ship, and the Panthers rented a two-story office where they conducted 
political education classes, meetings, and other official Party activities. 
In December 1968, Ericka gave birth to baby girl Mai Huggins. While 
Ericka cared for the baby, John and Elaine, along with Bunchy Carter 
and Geronimo Pratt, participated in the High Potential Program at 
the University of California, Los Angeles. Funded partly by the fed- 
eral government, the special program admitted black students deemed 
to have high potential despite a lack of formal academic credentials. 
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The Panthers took college classes and worked to organize other black 
UCLA students. In line with instructions from the national office, they 
sought to organize L.A.’s first Free Breakfast for Children Program and 
set up a meeting with the head of food services ata UCLA dormitory to 
discuss whether the dorm would donate leftover food to the program.’ 
But before the Panthers could open the first community program, cri- 
sis struck. 

In the fall of 1968, the FBI had accelerated a program to undermine 
the growing political influence of the Black Panthers. Taking note of 
the growing tension between the Black Panther Party and the US orga- 
nization in Southern California, the FBI sought to escalate the con- 
flict. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover sent a memo to field officers on 
November 25, 1968, with the following instructions: “For the informa- 
tion of recipient offices a serious struggle is taking place between the 
Black Panther Party and the US organization. The struggle has reached 
such proportion that it is taking on the aura of gang warfare with atten- 
dant threats of murder and reprisals. In order to fully capitalize upon 
[Black Panther Party] and US differences as well as to exploit all ave- 
nues of creating further dissension in the ranks of the [Party], recipient 
offices are instructed to submit imaginative and hard-hitting counter- 
intelligence measures aimed at crippling the [Black Panther Party].”® 

Field offices quickly responded to Hoover with plans for escalat- 
ing the conflict, and the Los Angeles office reported back to Hoover, 
“The Los Angeles Office is currently preparing an anonymous letter for 
Bureau approval which will be sent to the Los Angeles Black Panther 
Party supposedly from a member of the ‘US’ organization in which it 
will be stated that the youth group of the ‘US’ organization is aware 
of the [Black Panther Party] ‘contract’ to kill RON KARENGA, leader 
of ‘US, and they, ‘US’ members, in retaliation, have made plans to 
ambush leaders of the [Party] in Los Angeles. It is hoped this counter- 
intelligence measure will result in an ‘US’ and [Black Panther Party] 
vendetta.”” 

Tensions between Ron Karenga’s US organization and the Panthers 
came to a head over the leadership of the Black Student Union on the 
UCLA campus and the direction of the new Black Studies Program 
there. Karenga, as a formal community adviser appointed by the uni- 
versity administration, supported one candidate for director of the 
new program; the Black Panthers wanted a role in the decision-mak- 
ing process and opposed Karenga’s candidate. The university admin- 
istration planned to announce the new director of the Black Studies 
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Program on January 21. At two large and confrontational meetings 
of the Black Student Union on January 15 and January 17, no resolu- 
tion was achieved. Most of the black students appeared to support the 
Black Panther position. Elaine Brown and John Huggins were elected 
to an ad hoc committee to represent Black Student Union concerns, and 
John Huggins and Bunchy Carter emerged as leading contenders in the 
upcoming election for the Black Student Union presidency. 

At about 2:40 P.M. on January 17, as the Black Student Union ad- 
journed and about 150 students poured out of the meeting at Campbell 
Hall, the conflict became violent. Ranking members of the US organ- 
ization fired guns at Los Angeles Black Panther leaders; they shot John 
Huggins in the back and Bunchy Carter in the chest, killing them both.® 

Fleeing campus, Panthers gathered at the Century Boulevard home 
shared by John and Ericka Huggins, their three-week-old daughter, 
Mai, and Elaine Brown. When Elaine Brown told Ericka that John had 
been killed, Ericka’s eyes glazed over; she started making coffee for the 
guests. About 150 police officers surrounded the house. Brown and two 
other Panther women hid under the bed with Ericka Huggins and Mai 
wrapped in a coat as police kicked down the door. Police arrested all 
seventeen Panthers in the house.? 

Initially, no members of US were arrested. Playwright Donald Freed, 
the National Lawyers Guild, and other Panther allies quickly mobi- 
lized to raise bail and activate a legal defense. Within a few days, all 
charges against the Panthers were dropped, and the Panthers were 
released. Funeral services for Bunchy Carter took place at the Trinity 
Baptist Church in Los Angeles on Friday, January 24. Hundreds of peo- 
ple, including Kathleen Cleaver and James Baldwin, attended. Bobby 
Seale flew down to lead the services. While documentation of the FBI’s 
involvement in escalating the conflict with US would not be revealed 
for years to come, the Panther leadership believed from the start that 
the attack was part of a government plot. At Bunchy Carter’s funeral, 
Bobby Seale denounced Ron Karenga as a “reactionary” and a “tool of 
the power structure.” !° 

The Panthers rallied around their dead as martyrs in a revolutionary 
war against the U.S. government. On January 25, 1969, the front-page 
headlines of the Black Panther declared, “A Political Assassination.” 
Several articles in that issue argued that Ron Karenga and US were gov- 
ernment pawns and that government forces had put them up to mur- 
der the Panthers to serve the ends of the state. The evidence the Black 
Panther presented to support this argument was circumstantial but 
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powerful. The Panthers posited that their members had been attacked 
and killed by both police and the US organization, while US had never 
been attacked by police or by the Panthers. They pointed out that US 
received government funding; the Panthers did not. Panthers organized 
programs serving masses of poor black folks; US did not. The govern- 
ment conducted violent raids on Panther offices and activities nation- 
ally but had a peaceable relationship with US. US cooperated with the 
police to repress disturbances at high schools; the Panthers did not. 
Moreover, the Panthers argued that they were not especially invested 
in the outcome of the conflict at UCLA and would never have come to 
blows over it. The Black Panther explained, “[The] issue of the con- 
trol of UCLA’s Black Studies Program is not an objective of the Black 
Panther Party. The Black Panther Party would not trade one block of 
Central Avenue [a low-income black neighborhood] for the whole city 
of Westwood [where UCLA is located] because the Black Panther Party 
is based on the masses of Black people, and gets its strength from the 
same.” !! 

At the time, Panther leaders had no direct knowledge of the FBI’s 
role in fomenting the killing, but they had a strong grasp of the political 
dynamic at hand. The Panthers were correct in surmising that the kill- 
ings were not part of the normal course of conflict between the Party 
and a rival black nationalist organization. Evidence would emerge later 
showing that the state had a hand in stirring up the conflict that con- 
tributed to the killings of John Huggins and Bunchy Carter. Yet the 
Panthers did not know at that time, and we still do not know today, 
to what extent US members were working directly with the FBI or 
police and whether the killings were planned and implemented under 
direction of the government. Police issued warrants for the arrest of 
the Stiner brothers, George and Larry, rank-and-file members of US, 
who had been present at the time of the killing. The Stiner brothers 
turned themselves in to police and received life sentences for conspir- 
acy to commit murder. But US members Claude Hubert-Gaidi, whom 
witnesses said was the actual shooter, and Harold Jones-Tawala, who 
played a central role in the violent conflict that day, both disappeared 
and never stood trial.!? 

In the months that followed, the Panthers rallied around their mar- 
tyrs, drawing on the outpouring of allied support to advance their rev- 
olutionary program. L.A. Panther Gwen Goodloe attended the Los 
Angeles Conference of Baptist Ministers and received an endorsement 
for the free breakfast program, which the Panthers hoped would help 
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them obtain use of church space to prepare and serve breakfast. The 
Seventh-Day Adventist Church on Santa Barbara Avenue (now Mar- 
tin Luther King Jr. Boulevard) near South Budlong Avenue in South 
Central Los Angeles provided free facilities for the program. Donald 
Freed helped form Friends of the Panthers, which started holding pub- 
lic meetings on March 8, to help organize an L.A. breakfast program 
and to raise funds. UCLA agreed to provide leftover cafeteria food for 
the program. The Panthers named the first Free Breakfast for Children 
Program in L.A. after John Huggins and began serving daily break- 
fasts on April 29. 

Hollywood stars like Jean Seberg donated thousands of dollars to 
support Panther operations in L.A." At the end of October, the L.A. 
Panthers opened the Walter “Toure” Pope Community Center, named 
after a young Panther killed in a shoot-out with L.A. police earlier 
that month. The Panthers started another free breakfast program at 
the community center, where they also organized political education 
classes and held larger community events. One Saturday in November, 
about 150 adults, including 45 soldiers from Camp Pendleton, visited 
to express solidarity, eat breakfast with the children, and denounce 
the actions of the U.S. military—comparing the injustice of the war 
in Vietnam to the war the Panthers were fighting at home.!5 With help 
from the Panthers, their Chicano allies Los Siete de la Raza also opened 
a free breakfast program in Los Angeles at the Ramona Gardens hous- 
ing project in October.!* By November, plans were in the works to open 
a Bunchy Carter Free Health Clinic, and several doctors and nurses 
had volunteered their time to organize the launch and operation of the 
facility.” 

As the Southern California Panther chapter grew and became more 
involved in the black community, repression increased. Police regularly 
pulled over known Panthers, often arresting them only to drop the 
charges later. On May 1, police raided the Adams Boulevard office of 
the Black Panther Party, arresting eleven Panthers and seizing three 
guns. Police booked two of the Panthers on charges that included “sus- 
picion of assault with a deadly weapon” and released the rest. The 
Black Panther reported that in a single month that spring, L.A. police 
performed fifty-six arrests involving forty-two Panthers. The bail for 
these fifty-six arrests totaled more than $100,000, but with legal sup- 
port from Panther allies, bails were reduced, and most of the charges 
were dropped.'8 

Despite growing community support for the Panthers, the FBI was 
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apparently pleased with the effects of the US-Panther conflict they had 
helped create and continued to foment tensions between the two orga- 
nizations through covert counterintelligence actions, such as distribut- 
ing incendiary cartoons ridiculing the Panthers and attributing them 
to US.” On Friday, August 15, 1969, San Diego Black Panther leader 
Sylvester Bell was shot and killed by members of US as he sold copies of 
the Black Panther in the parking lot of a shopping center in southeast 
San Diego.*° The FBI special agent in charge in San Diego wrote to FBI 
Director Hoover to celebrate the development and propose further FBI 
activities to escalate the US-Panther conflict: 


Shootings, beatings, and a high degree of unrest continues [sic] to prevail in 
the ghetto area of southeast San Diego. Although no specific counterintel- 
ligence action can be credited with contributing to this over-all situation, it 
is felt that a substantial amount of the unrest is directly attributable to this 
program. ... In view of the recent killing of [Black Panther Party] member 
SYLVESTER BELL, a new cartoon is being considered in the hopes that it 
will assist in the continuance of the rift between [the Panthers] and US. This 
cartoon, or series of cartoons, will be similar in nature to those formerly 
approved by the Bureau and will be forwarded to the Bureau for evaluation 
and approval immediately upon their completion.*! 


The Panthers were at war, and the Panther National Central Com- 
mittee placed Geronimo Pratt in charge of the Southern California 
chapter. Pratt proceeded to fortify the L.A. offices. He assigned Pan- 
thers to dig tunnels in the basement and use the dirt to fill sandbags. 
Pratt recalled, “We stuffed sandbags in the panels behind our walls, 
below our ceilings, up under our roof. We put up tons of dirt. It was all 
defensive structure. No bullet was gonna penetrate three-foot walls.” 

At 5:30 P.M. on Wednesday November 12, seventy-five police offi- 
cers surrounded the L.A. Panther headquarters on Central Avenue near 
41st Street, where a meeting was under way. They positioned sharp- 
shooters on roofs and paddy wagons at the corners. The Panthers called 
the media, and soon reporters and many local residents gathered out- 
side. The police left.?* 

Almost four weeks later, at 5:00 A.M. on December 8, police simul- 
taneously raided three Panther buildings in Los Angeles—the home of 
Geronimo Pratt, the Toure Community Center, and the chapter head- 
quarters on Central Avenue. At Pratt’s home, the police knocked down 
the door, shot up the house, and arrested everyone inside, including Pratt; 
his wife, Saundra; Long John and Kathy Kimbro; and Evon Carter— 
Bunchy Carter’s widow—and the two Carter children, Michelle, eight, 
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and Osceola, eight months. At the same time, another police party raided 
the community center, shooting up the building and arresting Panthers 
Al Armour, Sharon Williams, Craig Williams, and Ike Houston. 

At 41st and Central, it was war. The initial raid by seventy-five 
police officers on L.A. Panther headquarters met fortified resistance. 
Police and Panthers exchanged fire. Hundreds of police reinforce- 
ments arrived, as did hundreds of observers and the news media. The 
Panther sandbags absorbed most of the police rounds. Metal grilles the 
Panthers had installed over the windows prevented police from launch- 
ing tear gas and smoke canisters into the building. Panthers tore filters 
from cigarettes and stuck them in their noses as makeshift gas masks 
against the tear gas that did seep in. 

Pioneering the first-ever Special Weapons Assault Team (SWAT), the 
raiding officers came dressed for war. The SWAT officers wore black 
jumpsuits with black boots, head coverings, and flak jackets. They wore 
gas masks, carried M16 rifles, and carried bandoliers of ammunition 
over their shoulders. From behind the relative safety of armored cars 
and vehicles borrowed from the National Guard, police fired five thou- 
sand rounds of ammunition into the Panther headquarters. Panthers 
returned fire with rifles and submachine guns and lobbed homemade 
Molotov cocktails at the police. Police attempted to penetrate the roof 
with a dynamite charge dropped from a helicopter, but the roof held. 

The fighting went in waves. Police tried to gain position but could 
not penetrate the Panther fortress. With intensive exchanges, the sky 
would fill with thick smog. Then, with a pause in the shooting, a breeze 
would clear the air. The battle raged almost five hours. Police requested 
use of a grenade launcher from the army and were granted permission 
from the Pentagon. Then, at 9:45 A.M., Panthers waved a white flag 
from a window and the shooting stopped. 

Renee “Peaches” Moore, nineteen, wearing a torn and bloodied yel- 
low dress, emerged carrying the flag. She told reporters, “We gave up 
because it’s not the right time. We’ll fight again when the odds are more 
in our favor.” Panthers Bernard Smith, Gil Parker, Wayne Pharr, Will 
Safford, Tommie Williams, Paul Redd, Jackie Johnson, Robert Bryan, 
Melvin “Cotton” Smith, Roland Freeman, and Lloyd Mims followed, 
and all were arrested. All but four of the Panthers were teenagers; three 
were in their early twenties, and Melvin “Cotton” Smith was forty-one. 
Three Panthers and three police were injured in the confrontation.”* 
Robert Bryan later recalled that what had kept the Panthers fighting 
were the lines from Bunchy Carter’s poem “Black Mother”: 
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A slave of natural death who dies, 
Can’t balance out two dead flies. 
Pd rather be without shame, 

A bullet lodged within my brain. 
If I were not to reach our goal, 


Let bleeding cancer torment my soul.” 


Mainstream allies rallied in support of the Black Panthers in the 
days following the December 8 police raid. Black state senator Mervin 
Dymally, in whose district the shoot-out took place, told reporters, 
“We need to raise some national voice against what is happening to the 
Panthers. I think it’s a national plan for police repression. One must 
conclude that this is not an isolated incident.”** Moderate black leaders 
feared that if the Panthers could be so violently repressed, other blacks 
could as well.” John W. Mack, executive director of the L.A. Urban 
League, said that police action against the Panthers had “the potential 
for spreading to other blacks.” Earl E. Raines, executive secretary of 
the Los Angeles chapter of the NAACP told the press, “The black com- 
munity is affected... . Next time it may be you.” A coalition of major 
black organizations in Los Angeles, including the National Associa- 
tion for the Advancement of Colored People, the Urban League, the 
Congress of Racial Equality, the Southern Christian Leadership Con- 
ference, Operation Breadbasket, and the Conference of Black Elected 
Officials called for a massive rally at city hall on December 11 to pro- 
test the police raid of the Panther offices. Other allies mobilized as well. 
The Socialist Workers Party held a press conference in support of the 
Panthers. High school students organized a picket of the Hollywood 
police station. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) volunteered 
to help with the Panthers’ case. ACLU attorney Fred Okrand protested 
the high bail set for the Panthers arrested in the raids.”8 

On Thursday December 11, at the rally endorsed by mainstream 
black leadership, about four thousand protestors rallied at Los Angeles 
City Hall to protest the police raid of Panther headquarters on Central 
Avenue. Most of the protestors were young and black. Participants 
held signs with slogans such as “Stop Mass Murder,” “Stop Panther 
Killing,” “Pigs Will Be Pigs,” “End Political Repression,” and “Free 
All Political Prisoners.” Sharing a stage with NAACP and other main- 
stream black supporters, Elaine Brown told the crowd, “These young 
warriors... established a lesson that should never be forgotten—the 
power really does belong to the people.” Angela Davis said, “This is 
fascism; there’s no doubt about it.” The crowd moved from city hall 
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and took over the Hall of Justice, where one young protestor addressed 
the crowd from the steps: “We have done what we have done today to 
show that the City Hall, this building, or any other building belongs to 
the people. The glorious warriors arrested Monday are on the top three 
floors of this building .. . We are here to show them we will get them 
out... to show them that eventually we will take power and we will 
destroy this goddamn place.” 2? 

In 1969, the state’s repressive actions did not crush the Los Ange- 
les Panthers. We need only compare the nascent Los Angeles chapter 
in January 1969 to the larger, better resourced, and highly militarized 
organization that police encountered when they tried to raid the Pan- 
thers’ offices and were held at bay in the miniature one-day urban war 
of December 1969. Rather than weakening the Panthers, the inten- 
sive campaign of state repression during the year drove more members, 
funding, and allied support to the Party. In cities across the country, 
the pattern was similar. Repressive state actions in 1969 fueled growth 
of the Party. 


10 


Hampton and Clark 


Fred Hampton was a natural leader. He dressed casually and was not 
flashy, but he had a strong, bold presence. People trusted him. He had 
been raised in a loving and close-knit family and attended church and 
Bible study throughout his childhood. He was a top athlete in high 
school, and an A student. He never used drugs or drank. Even as a 
young man, when he spoke, the words flowed sharp and lyrical in the 
best of the black church tradition. People opened their eyes and lis- 
tened. And he was fearless.! Born August 30, 1948, the youngest of 
three children in a strong family from Louisiana, Hampton grew up in 
Maywood, Illinois, a working-class suburb of Chicago. In September 
1967, he became the president of the youth council for the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People branch there. In 
that capacity, he helped organize a student boycott of his high school, 
Proviso East High, when black girls were excluded from the home- 
coming queen’s retinue. When black students protested, white students 
responded with violence, beating black students with bats and black- 
jacks. Hampton organized groups of black students to fight back. In 
response to the interracial violence, Maywood police imposed martial 
law and set up checkpoints in the city’s black neighborhoods. Hampton 
brought in representatives from the national NAACP and led the boy- 
cott of Proviso East High, demanding retraction of the martial law.? 
Bobby Rush was a more scholarly type activist—a sharp thinker and 
a good administrator but not much of a public speaker. He had grown 


226 


Hampton and Clark | 227 


up in the Chicago Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; by 
1968, he was codirecting the small SNCC chapter there, and he had 
an ongoing relationship with Stokely Carmichael. As tensions height- 
ened between Stokely and other SNCC leaders in the spring of 1968, 
and following King’s assassination, Stokely encouraged Rush to start 
a Black Panther chapter in Chicago. According to Rush, “The prob- 
lem with SNCC was that it didn’t have any specific activities.” Stokely 
arranged for Rush to travel to California to meet Donald Cox, and 
through Cox, to meet David Hilliard and Bobby Seale. The Panthers’ 
approach impressed Rush, and he began seeking partners to build a 
Panther chapter in Chicago. When Rush heard Hampton speak at a 
black leadership conference at the headquarters of the Chicago gang 
Black P. Stone Nation, he knew Hampton was his key to success; Rush 
recruited him to join the Panthers. Rush and Hampton, along with 
Bob Brown—Rush’s SNCC codirector—organized what would soon 
become the Party’s major hub in the Midwest.* 


ATTEMPTED PROVOCATION 


In Chicago in the late 1960s, gangs were an important political force 
in black neighborhoods—none more so than the Blackstone Rangers. 
From their start in the early 1960s, the Rangers had focused on commu- 
nity building as an adjunct to their illegal activities, which included drug 
trafficking and extortion. As a result, they constituted a sort of paral- 
lel government on the South Side, protecting members of their neigh- 
borhood from other gangs and the police and providing some com- 
munity services. By the late 1960s, they had swallowed up most of the 
smaller gangs in the area as part of the “P. Stone Nation” and had more 
than thirty-five hundred dedicated members, possibly as many as eight 
thousand. The gang organized cultural activities, such as a play coordi- 
nated by singer/songwriter/jazz pianist Oscar Brown Jr., and developed 
a loose affiliation with Black Power politics. Just before the big Chicago 
rebellions in the summer of 1967, a large block of federal money was 
channeled to Chicago, including a $957,000 grant from the Office of 
Economic Opportunity earmarked for at-risk youth. The Rangers and 
their main gang rivals, the Disciples, received the grant to help run a 
job-training program for unemployed black youth on Chicago’s South 
Side. The Rangers also developed a wide range of other community and 
entrepreneurial activities, including a youth center and a restaurant.° 
In December 1968, having quickly built a powerful Panther base in 
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Chicago, Fred Hampton entered discussions with Jeff Fort, leader of 
the Rangers, about merging the Panthers and the Rangers. The merger 
promised to boost the Panthers’ membership and street presence. The 
FBI saw the potential merger as a political threat and sought to fos- 
ter conflict between the two groups. The Chicago FBI field office sug- 
gested, in a memo to FBI headquarters on December 16, that spreading 
false rumors that the Black Panther Party leadership was disparaging 
Fort “might result in Fort having active steps taken to exact some form 
of retribution towards the leadership of the [Black Panther Party].” 
Hampton and a small entourage of Panthers went to the Rangers’ head- 
quarters on December 18 around 10:30 P.M. to discuss the potential 
merger. Hampton suggested to Fort that by joining forces, they could 
take over all the other Chicago street gangs. According to an FBI infor- 
mant, Hampton told Fort that “they couldn’t let the man keep the two 
groups apart.” Fort was interested in a merger, the informant reported 
in an FBI memo, but he wanted the Panthers to join the Rangers, not the 
other way around, and he put on a show of strength: Fort “gave orders, 
via walkie-talkie, whereupon two men marched through the door car- 
rying pump shotguns. Another order and two men appeared carrying 
sawed off carbines then eight more, each carrying a .45 caliber machine 
gun, clip type, operated from the shoulder or hip, then others came with 


over and under type weapons. ... After this procession Fort had all 
Rangers present, approximately too, display their side arms and about 
one half had .45 caliber revolvers ... all the above weapons appeared 


to be new.”¢ Fort told Hampton that he supported the Panthers but that 
the Rangers were not to be considered members of the Party, and he 
gave Hampton a new .45 caliber machine gun to “try out.” 

Over the next two weeks, discussions deteriorated, and the Chicago 
office of the FBI suggested to headquarters that the time was right to 
provoke the Rangers to take violent action by sending a forged letter 
to Fort: 


Brother Jeff: 
I’ve spent some time with some Panther friends on the west side lately and 
I know what’s been going on. The brothers that run the Panthers blame 
you for blocking their thing and there’s supposed to be a hit out for you. 
I’m not a Panther, or a Ranger, just black. From what I see these Panthers 
are out for themselves not black people. I think you ought to know what 
they’re up to, I know what Id do if I was you. You might hear from me 
again. 

[signed:] A black brother you don’t know.’ 
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The FBI field office suggested sending the letter to Fort rather than 
Hampton because Fort was more likely to respond with violence: “It is 
believed the above may intensify the degree of animosity between the 
two groups and occasion Fort to take retaliatory action which could 
disrupt the [Black Panther Party] or lead to reprisals against its lead- 
ership. Consideration has been given to a similar letter to the [Party] 
alleging a Ranger plot against the [Black Panther Party] leadership; 
however, it is not felt this would be productive principally because the 
[Party] at present is not believed as violence prone as the Rangers to 
whom violent type activity—shooting and the like—is second nature.” 8 
J. Edgar Hoover approved the proposal, and the field office sent the let- 
ter to Fort.? 

The FBI’s effort may have helped prevent a merger between the Pan- 
thers and the Rangers, but it did not precipitate widespread violence 
between the groups. Hampton and Fort figured out that the govern- 
ment was attempting to create a deadly conflict between them and 
decided not to take the bait.'® 


ICE CREAM 


In early 1969, Fred Hampton initiated the Chicago Panthers’ first free 
food distribution. Hampton imagined himself a modern-day Robin 
Hood and “appropriated” an ice cream truck in Maywood, passing 
out more than four hundred ice cream bars—worth a total of seventy- 
one dollars—to neighborhood children. The Maywood police appar- 
ently did not appreciate his sense of justice and arrested him on charges 
of robbery and assault." 

In the weeks that followed, Hampton and the Chicago Panthers 
organized their first official program, a Free Breakfast for Children 
Program, which opened on April 1, 1969. Within two weeks, the Pan- 
thers had fed more than eleven hundred grade-school children, drawing 
new community support and also making it hard to ignore the political 
dimensions of Hampton’s case.!? During his trial that April, Hampton 
appeared on a local television show publicizing the free breakfast pro- 
gram, and appealing for public support for the Panthers." 

On April 9, 1969, Hampton was convicted of robbery and assault. 
Maywood Police Chief Kellough attempted to prevent the court from 
releasing Hampton on bail pending sentencing. But in part due to the 
efforts of Hampton’s civil rights attorney, Jean Williams, Hampton 
was released on $2,000 bail.'* Williams planned to appeal Hampton’s 
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conviction on the grounds that newspaper articles about the Panthers 
during the trial had prejudiced the jury." 

Following the ice cream trial and the attention it brought, Hampton 
called the Chicago Panthers’ first press conference, in which he chal- 
lenged the legitimacy of the state, asserting a higher morality underly- 
ing the Panthers’ revolutionary program and calling on people to mobi- 
lize to support the Panthers against state repression. Hampton argued 
that the Black Panther Party, not the government, acted in the interests 
of the people: “Our case should be taken to the people and the people 
will not tolerate any oppressive system or force that attempts to jail 
the very people who feed their hungry children.” Hampton announced 
that the Chicago Panthers intended to establish a community patrol 
of police, open liberation schools throughout the city, and set up free 
health clinics. “We’re being harassed constantly by the pigs, and they’re 
arresting us as fast as they can on any kind of charge, such as traffic 
violations, smoking on buses, carrying concealed weapons, just any- 
thing,” Hampton explained. “But no matter how many of us they try 
to lock up, force underground or even kill, the vanguard of the people’s 
revolution, the Black Panther Party will still go on. We are servants of 
the people, and any people who launch attacks against the servants of 
the people are enemies of the people.” 16 

The Chicago Panthers sought to mobilize a broad New Left alliance 
in support of Hampton. While Hampton was out on bail, they held a 
mock court with nonblack allies enacting the trial of Fred Hampton as 
an educational exercise. Hampton told the New Leftists, “We gonna 
fight racism not with racism, but with solidarity. We not gonna fight 
capitalism with Black capitalism, but we gonna fight it with socialism. 
We not gonna fight reactionary pigs .. . with any reaction on our part. 
We gonna fight their reaction when all of us get together and have an 
international proletarian revolution.” !” 

The fledgling Chicago Panthers seized the attention of the Party’s 
national leaders. When Panther chairman Bobby Seale visited Chicago, 
he joined Hampton and Rush in a church mobilization and spoke to an 
audience of blacks of various classes and New Leftists of various hues, 
explaining the revolutionary cross-race logic of Hampton’s action: “Pm 
so thirsty for revolution. I’m so crazy about the people. We’re going to 
stand together. We’re going to have a Black Army, a Mexican American 
Army, an alliance in solidarity with progressive Whites, All of us. And 
we’re going to march on this pig power structure. And we’re going to 
say: ‘Stick °em up motherfucker. We come for what’s ours.’” #8 
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On Monday May 26, with Illinois state attorney Edward V. Han- 
rahan publicly pressuring the judge, Fred Hampton was sentenced to 
two to five years in prison for robbery and assault. In a joint press con- 
ference at the Chicago Panther headquarters, Robert L. Lucas, national 
director of the Black Liberation Alliance and a former leader of the 
Congress of Racial Equality, condemned the sentence, noting that 
Hampton’s breakfast for children program fed three thousand children 
throughout Chicago, making Hampton a threat to Mayor Daley and 
the political establishment. “This type of program poses a devastating 
threat to the Daley political machine and the black lackeys who front 
for him in the city’s wards.” 1° 

As late as March 1969, the Chicago Panther chapter was still small 
and garnered little local influence or national attention. While Rush 
and Hampton teamed up in June 1968, the Black Panther national 
office did not officially recognize the chapter until October, and the 
first Chicago office was not opened until November 1, 1968.7? There 
was no coverage of the Chicago Panthers in the Black Panthers’ own 
newspaper until May 1969.”! But as the state attempted to repress the 
Chicago Panthers in the spring of 1969, their membership grew, and 
they gathered increasing attention from the national office, local blacks, 
and New Left allies. 

On April 9, the same day that Fred Hampton was convicted of rob- 
bing an ice cream truck, as Bobby Seale and the rest of the Chicago 
Eight were arraigned in Chicago on conspiracy charges for their part in 
the rebellion at the Democratic Convention, the Black Panthers joined 
with the Students for a Democratic Society to organize a rally in down- 
town Chicago. Speaking to the more than five hundred people gathered 
at the rally, the Panthers proclaimed their position as the “vanguard of 
the revolutionary struggle today.” Seale and Hampton jointly spoke of 
plans for a massive organizing drive in Chicago that summer in prepa- 
ration for Seale’s trial in September.” 

Federal efforts to repress the Chicago Panthers continued. In early 
April, undercover Chicago police approached Panthers and offered to 
sell them illegal submachine guns. On April 11, in what the New Left 
Guardian called a clear case of “provocation and entrapment,” seventy- 
nine federal agents and Chicago police, in a raid using hidden flood- 
lights for their public relations effect, arrested three Panthers—Merrill 
Harvey, Michael White, and Field Secretary Nathaniel Junior—for the 
attempted purchase of automatic weapons. The court set bails rang- 
ing from $65,000 to $75,000 for each of the three Panthers. The same 
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court had released two white men in January on only $4,000 bail for 
selling similar weapons, presumably a greater offense.?? 

By the end of May, advancing their community programs and alli- 
ance politics in the face of overt repression, the Panthers were building 
a strong organization in Chicago. Energetic activists in their late teens 
and early twenties led many of the initiatives. Twenty-year-old Panther 
Barbara Sankey, who grew up on the West Side of Chicago and had 
been drawn to the Panthers by the activities surrounding Huey’s trial, 
directed the Free Breakfast for Children Program. The program served 
about five hundred breakfasts to children every week at three Chicago 
sites. One meat company gave the Panthers fifty pounds of sausage 
every week, and the Joe Lewis Milk Co. donated five hundred cartons 
of milk to the program every week. 

Twenty-year-old Billy Brooks, who also grew up on Chicago’s West 
Side, directed the “internal education cadre” of fifteen Panthers. Each 
member was required to closely read a dozen books—six by or about 
Mao Zedong, three by or about Malcolm X, and one each by Huey 
Newton, Frantz Fanon, and Karl Marx. In turn, each member had to 
help other Panther members understand these texts. The reading list 
reflected the Panthers’ increasingly explicit embrace of Marxist, and 
especially Maoist, theory and ideology. 

Deputy Minister of Information Rufus “Chaka” Walls, with a staff 
of twenty Panthers, was in charge of distributing the Black Panther. 
Walls, at twenty-eight, was older than most Panthers and was presi- 
dent of the Black Student Association at a local community college. By 
late May, the Chicago chapter was selling about eight thousand cop- 
ies of the newspaper per week and was planning to increase sales to 
fifteen thousand copies a week. Chicago Deputy Minister of Health 
Ronald Satchel, who grew up in a middle-class family and had recently 
dropped out of the University of Illinois, was only eighteen. He and a 
group of about ten Panthers were trying to organize a medical clinic, 
but they were having a hard time getting doctors to donate their time. 
Communications Secretary Ann Campbell—with a staff of three— 
served as the office manager, oversaw communications within the chap- 
ter and reports to the national office, and handled the mail. Yvonne 
King, in her early twenties and new to Chicago, initially organized 
black workers in her position as deputy minister of labor and then took 
on the role of field secretary, overseeing community programs.** 

The two-story Chicago Black Panther office at 2350 West Madison 
Street was a formidable presence in the community. Under three large 
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bay windows on the second floor, a sign with large hand-painted 
black lettering on a white background read “ILL. CHAPTER BLACK 
PANTHER PARTY.” The sign was bookended on the left and right 
by life-size mirror images of a black panther springing into action in 
defense of the office and against any attackers. Beneath the sign hung 
seven posters of the Panthers’ most famous and powerful images: Huey 
Newton and Bobby Seale armed in defense of the original Panther office, 
Eldridge Cleaver speaking, Malcolm X, an Emory Douglas painting of 
Bobby Hutton, and Huey on the wicker throne.?5 


RAIDS 


As the Chicago Panthers grew in number and political strength, state 
efforts to repress them escalated. At about 5:30 in the morning on 
Wednesday June 4, the FBI raided the Chicago Black Panther head- 
quarters on Madison Street. Agents, armed with machine guns, rifles, 
and handguns, used sledgehammers to break down the two steel doors 
to the second-floor office. Without presenting search warrants, they 
proceeded to sack the office and arrest the eight Panthers present. The 
FBI agents told the press they had found several guns and ammuni- 
tion in the office, but the weapons were not automatic and did not vio- 
late any federal regulation. Bobby Rush held a press conference later 
in the day decrying “illegal” FBI tactics; the Panthers, he said, planned 
to press charges. Rush said the FBI agents left the office in complete 
disarray, creating more than $20,000 in property damage, including 
destroying two desks and assorted office equipment and confiscating 
a safe containing $3,000, which the Panthers planned to use to equip 
a health clinic they hoped to open in July. The agents also took cereal 
meant for the free breakfast program. Rush described the raid as part 
of a concerted national effort by the FBI to crush the Panthers, cit- 
ing similar raids in Detroit, New York, Connecticut, San Francisco, 
Indianapolis, Des Moines, and Denver. Michael Klonsky, area leader 
of the Students for a Democratic Society, joined Rush in the press con- 
ference and said that SDS supported the Black Panthers too percent in 
resisting illegal state repression.”¢ 

On Tuesday June 10, 1969, a Cook County grand jury indicted 
Fred Hampton, his bodyguard William O’Neal, and fourteen other 
leading members of the Illinois Black Panther Party on charges that 
included kidnapping and unlawful use of a weapon. The state’s attor- 
ney, Edward V. Hanrahan, said that the charges stemmed from the kid- 
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napping and torture of a woman who had stored guns for the Panthers 
and then hidden them. Bail was originally set at $100,000 for most of 
the accused but $10,000 for O’Neal. Hampton was never convicted on 
the charges, but William O’Neal was later exposed as a provocateur 
working secretly for the FBI.?’ 

On the morning of July 14, 1969, Larry Roberson and fellow Pan- 
ther Grady Moore were selling the Black Panther newspaper when 
they saw two police officers questioning black patrons about a sus- 
pected theft of two baskets of produce from a nearby market. Accord- 
ing to the Panthers, the police had lined up more than a dozen people— 
mostly older black men—against the wall and were harassing them. 
The police maintained that they were simply investigating a report 
of stolen produce when Roberson and Moore approached and asked 
them what they were doing. The officers said that when they told Rob- 
erson and Moore to leave, they became belligerent, calling themselves 
“protectors of the community.” The Panther newspaper reported that 
Moore and Roberson were not armed, but police told the press that 
Roberson drew a gun and started shooting at them. Roberson was shot 
three times by police and taken by ambulance to the county hospital, 
where he was admitted in good condition. Both Moore and Roberson 
were arrested on charges of attempted murder. No police officers were 
wounded.*® 

Two weeks later, Chicago police raided the Black Panther office a 
second time. They arrived at 1:15 A.M. on Thursday July 31, following 
a community rally outside the Black Panther office Wednesday after- 
noon. Twenty-four police cars shut down Madison Street in front of 
the Panther office, and the officers attempted to storm the building. 
Hampton was in jail on the ice cream charges, and no Panther leaders 
were in the office at the time, but three rank-and-file Panthers—Joseph 
“Pete” Hynam, Larry White, and Alvin Jeffers, each armed with a 
hand gun—held off police for thirty-five minutes until they ran out of 
ammunition. Eventually, police shot through the steel door and made 
their way upstairs, beating the Panthers with rifle butts, knocking 
Larry White unconscious and breaking his jaw, badly injuring the oth- 
ers, and arresting them on charges of attempted murder. Then, accord- 
ing to the Panthers, the police used gasoline to burn down the upper 
half of the Panther office. Video footage documents the charred office 
and the hundreds of bullet holes riddling the building facade and front 
door. Police claimed that the Panthers fired first, sniping at passing 
police cars, and that the fire was caused by tear gas canisters. Panthers 
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reported that people on the street threw bottles and rocks at the police 
during the incident and later helped with repairs.?? 

By this point, the Panthers and their allies understood they were 
under siege and prepared for further raids. Video footage by concerned 
Panther allies shows more than a dozen rank-and-file members clean- 
ing and readying guns in the Chicago office. In the video, one Panther, 
a woman, asks various members for their blood types, marking their 
answers on a clipboard. Another passes out cloth for people to use to 
cover their mouths and faces in the event of a tear gas attack.3° 

In the early morning hours of Saturday October 4, police again 
raided the Chicago Panther headquarters. The raid was in many re- 
spects a repeat of the July 31 police raid. Officers’ bullets riddled the 
front door and walls of the office. The police set the office on fire, 
smashed equipment, and destroyed stores of food designated for the free 
breakfast programs. After Panther resistance abated, police arrested 
six Party members on charges of attempted murder, alleging that they 
had tried to snipe at police from the headquarters rooftop. Again, Pan- 
thers alleged that the police intentionally set the fire. Neighbors carried 
water up to the office in buckets to help extinguish the flames. Hamp- 
ton, from jail, maintained that again police took money intended for 
the breakfast program.*! National Chief of Staff David Hilliard sought 
to build support for the Panthers’ community policing initiative, de- 
claring that the raid provided further proof of the need for community 
control of the police. He said that raids like the one on October 4 in 
Chicago “will continue and be escalated unless we move to circulate, 
as soon as possible, the petition for Community Control (decentraliza- 
tion) of police.” * 

With the repeated raids and arrests of local Panthers that fall, many 
black organizations lined up in support of the Panthers. Many believed 
that such repression posed a threat to all black people: what could be 
done to the Panthers could be done to them as well. On November 
3, a large coalition of black groups united to protest the govern- 
ment treatment of the Black Panther Party. The participating groups 
included a number of black gangs, including the P. Stone Nation and 
the Conservative Vice Lords, as well as representatives from other radi- 
cal black groups, such as the Black Liberation Alliance. The coalition 
also included black political leaders such as Jesse Jackson, who had 
closely worked with Martin Luther King Jr. and was the director of the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s Operation Breadbasket. 
The coordinator of the rally, Reverend C.T. Vivian, another important 
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King ally, told the press, “This is a picture of illegal court systems oper- 
ating against black men.” 

Some in the coalition believed that resisting the repression of the 
Panthers was a matter of life and death. And for good reason. In July, 
the ambulance had delivered Larry Roberson to the county hospital in 
good condition after being shot by police. Yet he died in the hospital on 
September 4 from some combination of injuries sustained in the shoot- 
ing and improper medical care.*4 

What made the stories of Panther repression so compelling to many 
young blacks in Chicago was not how unusual they were but how com- 
mon. The summer had been filled with violence, and many young black 
people had died in conflicts with the Chicago police. On October 5, 
police shot sixteen-year-old John Soto in the back of the head, killing 
him. Eyewitnesses said police, unprovoked, had fired as Soto walked 
away. Soto’s older brother, Michael Soto, a black community activist 
and a decorated army sergeant on leave from Vietnam, helped organize 
rallies to protest John’s killing by police. On October 10, police fatally 
shot Michael Soto as well, claiming they had caught him in a robbery 
attempt.’ In August, police killed nineteen-year-old Linda Anderson 
by firing a shotgun through her apartment door. They claimed they had 
been trying to protect her from rape by an acquaintance.** In 1969 and 
1970, Chicago police killed fifty-nine blacks versus nineteen whites in 
a city where whites outnumbered blacks by more than two to one. A 
black person in Chicago was six times more likely to be killed by the 
police than a white person.*” 

Panther Spurgeon Jake Winters, nineteen, knew Roberson and took 
the police actions harder than most. A scrawny and studious kid, he 
had received a scholarship to the Catholic Xavier University. But on 
Thursday November 13, 1969, he was not thinking about school. The 
city was cold. Snow fell lightly on the streets. Winters’ heart was full 
of rage. He went with his friend and fellow Panther Lance Bell to their 
hideout at the abandoned Washington Park Hotel on 58th Street at 
Calumet Avenue. At some point someone called the police and Bell fled, 
leaving Winters to stand alone. As the first police officer approached 
the abandoned building, Winters picked up one of two rifles, took aim, 
and pulled the trigger. The officer fell dead. In the ensuing rush of 
police cars and sirens and volley after volley of police fire, Winters ran 
from room to room shooting at the police through the windows of the 
empty hotel. Over the next twenty minutes, in the storm of his rage, 
Winters wounded nine officers and totaled five police cars. One police 
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officer and military veteran later recalled that the firefight was hotter 
than any he had experienced in Vietnam. 

Bleeding badly, Winters escaped out of the east side of the build- 
ing and through a dark tunnel leading to King Drive and Washington 
Park. Instead of fleeing into the safety of his neighborhood, he climbed 
the nearby stairs. This was his last stand, and he waited, gun in hand. 
When the first officer came through the tunnel, Winters shot him, 
knocking him to the ground. Then, as other officers rushed forward, 
Winters walked to the fallen officer, purposefully raised his gun, and 
shot the officer in the face, killing him, as the remaining officers gunned 
Winters down.*8 


DECEMBER 4, 1969 


As directed by national headquarters, the Chicago FBI office had first 
established a counterintelligence program against the Chicago Black 
Panther Party in the fall of 1968, at which point agents began closely 
monitoring the Panthers via a warrantless wiretap of their office and 
other means. A special FBI Racial Matters Squad was organized to 
spearhead actions against the Panthers. Roy M. Mitchell, a special agent 
in the squad, was the person who had approached William O’Neal while 
he was a prisoner in the Cook County jail and recruited him to infiltrate 
the Panthers and provide information to the FBI. On November 1, the 
day the Chicago Black Panther office opened, O’Neal, already on the 
FBI payroll, went to the office and joined the Black Panther Party. As a 
seemingly eager early recruit, O’Neal soon was appointed chief of secu- 
rity for the Chicago Panthers.” 

The Chicago FBI worked closely with local law enforcement, mostly 
through the offices of Edward V. Hanrahan, who was elected Cook 
County state’s attorney in November 1968. Hanrahan created a Special 
Prosecutions Unit (SPU), putting Assistant State’s Attorney Richard 
Jalovec in charge. Starting in April 1969, FBI Special Agent Mitchell 
worked closely with Jalovec to target the Panthers. That June, as the 
FBI began coordinating raids on the Chicago Panther offices, a special 
squad of nine Chicago police officers was assigned to report directly to 
the Special Prosecutions Unit, which in turn was working closely with 
the FBI Racial Matters Squad.*° 

On the night of November 13, FBI Special Agent Mitchell met with 
informant William O’Neal and showed him photos of the two dead 
police officers killed earlier that day by Spurgeon Winters. In a series of 
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meetings in the following days, Mitchell had O’Neal help map out the 
exact layout of Fred Hampton’s apartment, including the specific loca- 
tion of his bed and nightstand. He also asked O’Neal to keep tabs on 
who was coming and going from the apartment and to determine what 
weapons were kept there.*! 

Armed with this information, a raiding party of fourteen SPU offi- 
cers arrived outside Hampton’s apartment at 4:30 A.M. on December 4. 
They did not bring the standard raiding equipment they had used in 
previous Chicago Panther raids, such as tear gas or sound equipment; 
instead, they carried a Thompson submachine gun, five shotguns, a 
carbine, nineteen .38 caliber pistols, and one .357 caliber pistol. The 
assault was quick and decisive. Within fifteen minutes, Fred Hamp- 
ton was dead, shot twice through the head while he lay in bed. Peoria, 
Illinois, Panther leader Mark Clark, in Chicago attending a statewide 
meeting of Party leaders, was also dead. The seven other Panthers in 
the apartment—four with bullet wounds—were arrested on charges of 
attempted murder, aggravated battery, and unlawful use of weapons. 
One SPU officer was shot in the leg.*2 

Hanrahan told the press that the Panthers fired first and continued 
to shoot repeatedly despite warnings from police that they were at the 
door: “The immediate, violent, criminal reaction of the occupants in 
shooting at announced police officers emphasizes the extreme vicious- 
ness of the Black Panther Party. So does their refusal to cease firing at 
the police officers when urged to do so several times.” Panther survi- 
vors claimed the SPU never knocked and came in shooting.*? 

The Chicago FBI viewed the raid as a success, attributable in part to 
the information provided by William O’Neal. Following the raid, the 
Chicago field office wrote to the FBI headquarters requesting a $300 
bonus for O’Neal: “[Prior to the raid], a detailed inventory of the weap- 
ons and also a detailed floor plan of the apartment were furnished to 
local authorities. In addition, the identities of [Black Panther Party] 
members utilizing the apartment at the above address were furnished. 
This information was not available from any other source and subse- 
quently proved to be of tremendous value . . . to police officers partici- 
pating in a raid . . . on the morning of 12/4/69. The raid was based on the 
information furnished by the informant.” The bonus was approved.** 

Before sunrise on Friday December 5, the morning after Hampton 
and Clark were killed, police raided Bobby Rush’s South Side apart- 
ment, but Rush was not there.** Later that same day, still alive and free, 
Rush began conducting tours of the blood-stained and bullet-ridden 
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apartment where Hampton and Clark had been killed. He told the 
reporters and community residents who lined up to see the apartment, 
“This was no shootout. Nobody in the apartment had a chance to fire 
a gun and we can prove it by the fact that there are no bullet holes out- 
side in the hallways or outside, just big gaping holes in Fred’s bedroom 
where they fired on him.” The New York Times reported, “Most of 
the rooms and walls appeared to be free of scars, pockmarks and bul- 
let holes. There were clusters of bullet holes and the gouges of shot- 
gun blasts in the places where the Panthers said the two men had been 
killed and four others had been wounded.... There were no bullet 
marks in the area of the two doors through which the police said they 
entered.” 46 


WE ARE ALL BLACK PEOPLE 


There was an immediate outpouring of support for Hampton, Clark, 
and the Panthers. By early evening, three Chicago aldermen, the Afro- 
American Patrolmen’s League, the Illinois division of the American 
Civil Liberties Union, and a variety of black community groups had 
called for an independent investigation of the incident. New Left 
attorneys Francis Andrew, Kermit Coleman, and James Montgomery 
stepped forward to represent the Panthers and the families of Hampton 
and Clark.*8 Black Chicago alderman and funeral home director A. A. 
Rayner, who viewed the Panthers as a much-needed “youth group” and 
had previously supported them by cosigning their office lease, offered 
to hold Fred Hampton’s body at his funeral home for public viewing.*” 

Rush, working with Rayner, and Hampton’s mother and father, 
arranged for an independent autopsy of Hampton at Rayner’s funeral 
home that evening.” Dr. Victor Levine, who had served as chief pathol- 
ogist for the Cook County coroner in the 1950s, conducted the autopsy, 
assisted by Dr. Carl Caldwell and Dr. Quentin Young. The three doc- 
tors found that Hampton had been killed by bullets shot from an 
angle slightly above and behind his head as he was lying down. They 
found no powder burns on his hands, contradicting police claims that 
Hampton had fired at them.*! 

On that same Friday, Rush learned that a warrant had been issued 
for his arrest on charges of failing to register a gun. He arranged to 
surrender publicly to police on Saturday at a meeting organized by 
Operation Breadbasket. An overflow crowd of five thousand people, 
mostly black and many middle class and middle-aged, crammed into 
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the Capitol Theater to witness the surrender. Rev. Jesse Jackson spoke 
to the crowd, contending that the problem was the exclusion of black 
people from leadership in the police department. He maintained that 
white police should be withdrawn from the black community, or black 
people should be appointed to leadership in the police department: “If 
we’re 42 percent of the population, then we should have 42 percent of 
decision-making jobs in the department.” * 

Fred Hampton’s brother Bill also spoke, delivering a message from 
his parents asking people to maintain the peace—not to riot but to 
unite. He reported that the independent autopsy conducted Friday at 
Rayner’s Funeral Home confirmed that Hampton had been murdered 
while he slept. When Rush walked on stage and embraced Jackson, the 
crowd cheered wildly. Rush told the audience, “I am turning myself in 
to black people, who will dictate my future actions.” Police then took 
Rush into custody. A black ACLU lawyer and the head of the Afro- 
American Patrolmen’s League accompanied Rush to prevent police 
wrongdoing.” 

Later that day, released on $1,500 bond, Rush appeared at a Panther 
rally at the Church of Epiphany. More than three thousand people 
crammed into the church, and more than one thousand others were 
turned away. The audience was again predominantly black, but this 
group was younger, less affluent, and more radical; some three hundred 
whites and a number of Puerto Rican New Leftists were in the crowd 
as well. Speakers, including city officials, a college president, a repre- 
sentative of the Puerto Rican Young Lords Organization, a represen- 
tative of the Communist Party, and various Black Panthers, paid hom- 
age to Hampton and Clark. When Rush spoke, he told the audience 
that the killing of Hampton and Clark threatened them all: “Wake up 
and see the handwriting on the wall with your lives being threatened 
and murderers at your doorstep.” Someone passed him a note, which 
he paused to read. He looked up at the audience and reported that 
Ronald Satchel, the Chicago Panther deputy minister of health, who 
had been shot five times by police in the December 4 raid, was in criti- 
cal condition: “We just got word from the hospital that brother Ronald 
is fighting for his life.” The audience gasped. “If he dies, this beauti- 
ful brother . . .,—Rush’s voice broke off, and two uniformed Panthers 
leapt to his side. Rush composed himself and continued: “Brother Ron 
was a former medical student, nineteen years old. He was getting ready 
to open the Panther’s free medical center before he was gunned down. 
And now he’s fighting for his life.” °4 
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Another Panther speaker angrily denounced the “pig power struc- 
ture that has murdered our dear brothers.” When the speaker urged 
the audience to “get you some guns and defend yourselves against the 
pigs,” the crowd broke into a foot stomping, handclapping chant: 


All Power to the People! 
Right On! 

All Power to the People! 
Right On!’ 


The Panthers used the public attention to organize support through 
popular education, offering more tours of the apartment where Fred 
Hampton and Mark Clark had been murdered. In the following weeks, 
thousands of people—and many journalists—flocked to the apartment 
to mourn the deaths and to consider the evidence for themselves. Most 
who came were black, representing a wide swath of society, from high 
school students to professionals in suit and tie, “workmen in paint- 
stained clothes, middle-aged women in flowered hats, neatly dressed 
office workers, elderly people and postal workers in gray uniform,” 
according to the New York Times. “Many [gave] a clenched fist salute” 
as they left. Young New Leftists from across the city put on their polit- 
ical buttons espousing radical causes and made the trip to learn about 
Fred Hampton. Tours of the apartment ran all day and continued until 
8:00 each evening. Panther tour guides showed visitors unscathed walls 
where police had entered and where they reportedly had stood dur- 
ing the raid, and then the clusters of bullet holes and large pools of 
blood where the Panthers had been shot. Tours continued until Decem- 
ber 17, when Cook County authorities halted them by sealing off the 
apartment.°*° 

The National Black Panther Party understood and sought to portray 
the killing of Hampton and Clark as political assassination and as part 
of a national government conspiracy to repress the Party. Chief attor- 
ney for the Panthers Charles Garry made a claim, widely publicized in 
the mainstream press, that Hampton and Clark were the twenty-sev- 
enth and twenty-eighth Panthers killed by police since January 1968.57 
Panther Chief of Staff David Hilliard declared, “The organized attempt 
to destroy the B.P.P. [has] brought to the attention of the American 
people the atrociousness of the American Government, in terms of its 
subjects. People are moving for their freedom. The very fact that they 
attacked us so openly shows that they’re a very brutal people—that 
they are barbarous, criminal elements against society.” *® 
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While the number of people who agreed with the Black Panthers’ 
revolutionary politics was relatively small, many were concerned that 
the killing of Hampton and Clark was part of a pattern of govern- 
ment repression that posed a broader threat to life and freedom. Many 
mainstream political organizations—including the NAACP, CORE, 
the American Jewish Committee, the mayor’s office of Maywood, the 
Chicago ACLU, and the United Auto Workers—joined the call for an 
independent investigation of the killings.°? 

The director of the Chicago Urban League contended, “Whatever 
the Panthers believe in, they shouldn’t be shot down like dogs in the 
street.”©° On December 8, the Chicago Daily Defender, the nation’s 
largest black newspaper, decried the apparent government conspir- 
acy to repress the Panthers: “Are blacks to be murdered for what they 
believe or what they say? Is the slaying of leaders of the Black Panthers 
across the nation a part of a national conspiracy to destroy their orga- 
nization? These and similar questions are being asked in the black 
community of Chicago even by those who have little or no sympathy 
for the Panther Party.” *! 

Simultaneously, the New Left took to the streets. Sixty-five young 
New Leftists were arrested on Park Avenue in New York on December 9 
for protesting Hampton’s killing outside an award dinner attended by 
President Nixon. Many of the protestors were charged with breaking 
windows at Saks Fifth Avenue and five other upscale stores, and with 
assaulting police officers. And at Panther offices nationwide, young 
white allies—some of them lawyers—held around-the-clock vigils to 
prevent further raids, some bringing their bedrolls and sleeping in the 
Panther offices each night. Allan Brotsky, a lawyer, explained, “We 
feel this will be a deterrent to lawless raids by the police on Panther 
headquarters.” 63 

On Tuesday December 9, Fred Hampton’s parents, working with the 
Panthers and SCLC, held memorial services for their slain son. About 
five thousand people jammed into a church in Maywood and crowded 
around loudspeakers outside. The Rev. Ralph Abernathy, a close asso- 
ciate of Martin Luther King Jr. and head of the SCLC, delivered the 
main eulogy, declaring, “If the United States is successful in crushing 
the Black Panthers, it won’t be too long before they will crush SCLC, 
the Urban League and any other organization trying to make things 
better.” °* Bobby Rush asked the mourners to channel their sorrow into 
active support for the struggle: “We can mourn today. But if we under- 
stood Fred... that his life wasn’t given in vain, then there won’t be 
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no more mourning tomorrow. Then all our sorrow will be turned into 
action.”® Following the memorial for Fred Hampton, who had been 
born in the suburbs of Chicago, Hampton’s parents sent their son’s 
body “home” to be buried in Haynesville, Louisiana, where they had 
both been born.% 

Wide black support for an independent investigation continued to 
grow. On the day of the memorial, six black Chicago aldermen—Wilson 
Frost, George Collins, Fred Hubbard, Robert Biggs, William Shannon, 
Kenneth Campbell, and Ralph Metcalf—submitted a resolution to the 
city council calling for an independent investigation: “All of Chicago is 
entitled to complete clarification of every obtainable fact and circum- 
stance surrounding the deaths of Fred Hampton and Mark Clark.” ° 
The same day, the Afro-American Patrolmen’s League issued a state- 
ment denouncing Hanrahan’s Special Prosecutions Unit. The league 
announced that it would begin its own investigation into the shoot- 
ing. A spokesman pointedly questioned Hanrahan’s motives and told 
the press that the shootings were “obviously political assassination.” 
Also that day, the Chicago Conference on Religion and Race, an alli- 
ance of Chicago’s black churches, issued its own call for an inquiry. 
The Northern Area Conference of the NAACP issued a statement con- 
demning the police murder of Fred Hampton and the repression of the 
Black Panther Party: “Although we may differ with the Black Panthers 
in political philosophies ... WE ARE ALL BLACK PEOPLE and when 
these kinds of actions are held by our police departments, we feel that 
all Black people are being threatened with the loss of their very lives.” 
The statement called on U.S. Attorney General Mitchell and President 
Nixon to investigate the killings.”° 

On December 11, Hanrahan delivered to the Chicago Tribune exclu- 
sive police photographs of Hampton’s apartment, claiming they proved 
that the Panthers had initiated the gun battle and that they showed bul- 
let holes where the Panthers had fired at police. But after further inves- 
tigation, the New York Times reported that many of the photos did not 
represent what their subtitles claimed. One depicted nail heads in the 
apartment kitchen doorjamb rather than bullet holes. Another photo 
that police claimed showed bullet marks on the outside of a bathroom 
door actually depicted the inside of a bedroom door.”! 

Hanrahan’s deceit further fueled community outrage. On Decem- 
ber 15, a coalition of more than one hundred black community groups 
calling itself the United Front for Black Community Organizations (but 
with no apparent involvement of the Black Panthers, who opposed sep- 
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aratist measures), announced a curfew barring whites from black neigh- 
borhoods. The curfew announcement read, “Effective immediately, a 
6 P.M.-6 A.M. curfew is established for all whites in the black commu- 
nity. No whites will be permitted to enter the black community—for 
any reason—during those hours and all whites inside the black commu- 
nity must leave by the 6 p.m. deadline.” Reverend C.T. Vivian, leader 
of the coalition, noted, “In recent days, the forces of power in Chi- 
cago have stepped up their campaign to oppress and repress black peo- 
ple. ... We see these atrocities not as individual or isolated incidents 
but as a calculated pattern, a conspiracy by the forces of power in this 
city to crush the black drive toward liberation.” 72 Prominent members 
of the coalition quickly denounced the curfew, saying that they had not 
been consulted, and the curfew was withdrawn.” 

National black political figures condemned the government and 
praised the Panthers. Harlem congressman Adam Clayton Powell 
charged federal officials with conspiring to “exterminate” the Black 
Panthers.” Jesse Jackson published a column in the Chicago Daily 
Defender endorsing the Black Panther explanation that Fred Hamp- 
ton had been murdered by police while he slept, calling his murder a 
“crucifixion” and calling on black people to “resurrect” his spirit for 
liberation.” Having returned to the United States from exile, radical 
Robert Williams spoke publicly about the repression of the Black Pan- 
thers: “It is not just a campaign against Panthers. It is not a campaign 
just against the Blacks. It is a campaign against all of those who oppose 
what is taking place in America today. It is against the resisters, those 
who resist imperialism, those who resist fascism, those who are non- 
conformists.... What is happening to the Panthers is happening to 
all of us.... I’m proud to return to this country and to find the new 
spirit that now exists among the Panthers. ... And I’m happy to join 
my support.””6 

Even moderate national black and political leaders supported the 
idea of a public investigation. Whitney Young, national executive direc- 
tor of the Urban League, sent a telegram to Attorney General John 
Mitchell calling for a special investigation of the killing of Hampton 
and Clark and of the repression of the Black Panther Party nationally.” 
Roy Wilkins, executive director of the NAACP, made a similar state- 
ment.” Congressman Edward Koch of New York said at an antiwar 
rally, “I don’t agree with the goals or methods of the Black Panthers, 
but civil liberties transcend the issue of the Panthers’ goals.” ” 

Five black U.S. congressmen—Louis Stokes from Ohio, Charles 
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Diggs from Michigan, Adam Clayton Powell from New York, John 
Conyers from Michigan, and William Clay from Missouri—toured the 
apartment with Bobby Rush and held a five-and-a-half-hour public 
hearing on Chicago’s West Side to hear community concerns about 
the shootings. Representatives Shirley Chisholm of New York and 
Augustus Hawkins of California also declared their support. David 
Hilliard and Charles Garry flew to Chicago to participate. Louis Stokes 
told reporters that he agreed with the Panthers’ interpretation of the 
evidence in the apartment: “All the physical evidence appears to be that 
there was shooting into the apartment but not shooting out. The wall 
appears to tell the story of what happened here.” 80 

In explaining the outpouring of black support for the Panthers in the 
wake of the Hampton and Clark killings, the New York Times quoted 
one protestor: “A well-dressed Negro mother summed up the feeling of 
the black community here as she walked with her family to a packed 
rally in a church a few days after the shootings. ‘They came in and 
killed Fred Hampton,’ she said in a soft, very even tone. ‘And if they 
can do it to him, they can do it to any of us.’”8! 

On December 19, the internal Chicago police investigation found no 
fault on the part of Hanrahan’s SPU, a finding echoed in a report by 
the Cook County coroner.** In response to public pressure, the Justice 
Department appointed a federal grand jury to investigate the killings 
of Hampton and Clark.* 

On January 6, Bobby Rush informed the press that results of a blood 
test of Fred Hampton in the independent autopsy revealed a heavy dose 
of Seconal, a drug that induces sleep. Rush charged that the killing of 
Hampton was a government conspiracy and that Hampton had been 
drugged by an FBI infiltrator to facilitate his murder.** Hampton’s fian- 
cée, Deborah Johnson (Akua Njeri), who was eight months pregnant 
at the time of his killing and was arrested in the raid, later recounted 
Hampton’s strange behavior the night of the raid. She said that Hamp- 
ton never got up from bed during the raid and remained silent. He 
woke up and slightly lifted his head as guns were being fired but barely 
moved and never said anything. After the first wave of shooting, police 
arrested Johnson and pulled her out of the bedroom and into the 
kitchen. She said she heard a police officer say, “He’s barely alive, he 
will barely make it.” Then the police started shooting again. She says 
she heard “a sister” scream. Then a police officer said, “He is good and 
dead now.” 85 

Meanwhile, throughout 1970, national mobilizations in support of 
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the Chicago Panthers continued. A number of New Leftists in New 
York City formed a group called the December 4 Movement to show 
“solidarity with the Black Panthers.” On March 14, 1970, the group 
held a rally at Columbia University featuring Abbie Hoffman, French 
writer Jean Genet, Panthers Afeni Shakur and Zayd Shakur, and Juan 
Ortiz of the Young Lords. Following the rally, several hundred stu- 
dents marched around campus breaking windows and then took over 
the university’s business school building. They promised to occupy the 
building until the university administration agreed to pay reparations 
to the Black Panther Party.*° 

On May 8, 1970, the state’s attorney Edward V. Hanrahan dropped 
all charges against the seven surviving Panthers arrested in the Decem- 
ber 4 raid, saying that there was no proof that any of the defendants 
had fired at police.” One week later, a federal grand jury issued a 250- 
page report finding that at least eighty-two bullets had been fired by 
the SPU officers, and only one shot appeared to have been fired by a 
Panther.*8 

After more than a decade of legal wrangling during which the case 
went all the way to the Supreme Court, the government eventually set- 
tled in 1982, agreeing to pay $1.85 million to the estates of Hampton, 
Clark, and the Panther survivors of the incident, with the federal, 
county, and city governments agreeing to split the bill.*° 

Fred Hampton was a revolutionary. The unusual aspect of his case 
was not that the state killed him—states often kill their enemies with 
impunity—but rather the broad mobilization in response to his assassi- 
nation. If not for this support, the Chicago Panthers initially accused of 
starting the shoot-out and thus being responsible for Hampton’s death 
would likely have been convicted. The outrageous details of the killing 
would never have been exposed. But the Chicago Panthers were build- 
ing support by addressing the needs of many poor Chicago blacks and 
organizing them politically. While mainstream black political orga- 
nizations such as the Urban League and SCLC did not support the 
Black Panther Party’s political practices or its call for revolution, in 
1969, they viewed the activities of the Chicago Panthers as an influen- 
tial effort by young blacks to redress their plight. Despite their differ- 
ences with the Panthers, the moderate black leaders of these organi- 
zations allied with the Party to expose and challenge state repression 
because they felt threatened by the killing of Fred Hampton and Mark 
Clark. In other cities, nonblacks provided the Panthers’ vital base of 
allied support. 


11 


Bobby and Ericka 


On January 23, 1969, Ericka Huggins—carrying her three-week-old 
daughter, Mai—brought the body of her husband, John, to his home- 
town of New Haven, Connecticut, for burial. John’s parents still lived 
and worked in New Haven, which was the location of Yale University 
and a declining industrial city with extreme poverty and a sizable black 
ghetto. Ericka and Mai moved in with John’s parents.! In the preceding 
months, the Panthers had begun organizing a chapter of the Party in 
Bridgeport, Connecticut, but their plans changed after John Huggins’s 
funeral. The Black Panther carried Ericka Huggins’s image on the 
front page, and she became an important national figure. Soon, the 
Panther focus in Connecticut shifted to New Haven, and the state’s few 
Panthers gathered around Ericka. 

When Warren Kimbro attended John Huggins’s funeral in New 
Haven on January 24, 1969, he was thirty-five years old and going 
through a midlife crisis. Frustrated at work and in his marriage, he was 
greatly impressed with the newly widowed twenty-one-year-old Ericka 
Huggins. He joined the Black Panther Party and soon became infatu- 
ated with her. Kimbro quit his well-paying city job, offered his home 
for Panther activities, and separated from his wife and children. Ericka 
Huggins, while wise and exceptionally strong by most accounts, was 
not only a young widow but also a brand-new mother in need of emo- 
tional support. She soon succumbed to Kimbro’s advances.? 

Huggins and Kimbro quickly drew about a dozen committed mem- 
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bers to the Party and began running the Connecticut Panther chapter 
out of Kimbro’s house on Orchard Street in New Haven. They offered 
political education classes, tried to start a breakfast program, regu- 
larly made public speeches, and started attracting attention. In one pro- 
vocative flier, they charged the city with murder for its housing policy: 
“Wanted for Murder by the people of New Haven for the use of lead 
paint in already inadequate Housing. We Charge these people: Murderer 
No #1 Mayor Richard C. Lee, Police Chief James Ahern . . . with these 
crimes: conspiracy with the intent to commit murder, premeditated 
murder. We charge all slum land lords with the same crimes.”? 

The FBI paid close attention to the New Haven Panthers, tapping 
their phones and infiltrating their ranks with several undercover infor- 
mants. In March, FBI Director Hoover fiercely reprimanded the New 
Haven field office for not producing hard-hitting counterintelligence 
measures for dealing with the Panthers there: “To date you have sub- 
mitted no concrete recommendations under this program concerning 
the Black Panther Party, despite the fact this extremely dangerous orga- 
nization is active in four cities in your Division.”* In early May, New 
Haven Police Department wiretaps revealed that Bobby Seale would 
be speaking at Yale University later that month to raise funds for legal 
fees. The police passed on this information to the FBI.‘ 

On Saturday May 17, New York Panther George Sams showed up 
at the New Haven Panther office with Alex Rackley in tow. Rackley 
was nineteen years old, homeless, desperate, and eager to please. He 
had joined the Panthers in New York looking for a place to fit in. Sams 
was a bully. He was short, stocky, unkempt, and usually carried at 
least two pistols in his brown trench coat. Earlier expelled from the 
Party for stabbing another Panther in Oakland, Sams was reinstated 
at the request of Stokely Carmichael, whom he had once served as a 
bodyguard.° 

Sams had shown up in New York earlier that spring as police began 
arresting most of the Party leadership there in multiple raids. He called 
himself “Crazy George” and claimed that he was sent “to straighten 
out” unreliable Party chapters.” In New York, Sams openly drank and 
used drugs in violation of Party rules and showed off his .45 caliber pis- 
tol. One Party member reported that he had beaten and raped a female 
Panther when she refused to have sex with him.’ 

Sams met Alex Rackley in Harlem and “disciplined” him for looking 
like a “pickaninny,” beating him and ordering him to run around the 
block. Shortly thereafter, Sams drove Rackley to New Haven. Accord- 
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ing to New Haven Panther Francis Carter, Sams was the “kiss of death.” 
When he arrived, Carter observed, “the whole family cohesiveness- 
camaraderie we were experiencing stopped.” ? 

When Sams arrived in New Haven, he claimed that he had been sent 
by the national headquarters to weed out spies. Violent, heavily armed, 
and scary, he immediately took control of the fledgling New Haven 
chapter. He charged Rackley with being a spy and set up a kangaroo 
court to interrogate him. With the help of Warren Kimbro and young 
new Panther recruit Lonnie McLucas, Sams tied Rackley to a chair and 
tortured him. The two beat Rackley with a club, twisted coat hang- 
ers around his neck, and poured boiling water over him. Sams ordered 
Ericka Huggins to record the “proceedings” on audiocassette, and the 
recording captures Rackley desperately screeching for mercy.'® 

On the evening of May 20, three days after Sams had brought 
Rackley to New Haven, Sams announced that he would drive Rackley 
to the bus station and let him go. With Kimbro and McLucas, Sams 
took Rackley to a wooded swamp in the suburbs. Sams handed Kimbro 
his .45 and said “Ice him. Orders from National.” Kimbro shot Rackley 
in the back of the head, killing him. Sams then took the gun back and 
handed it to McLucas, telling him to finish Rackley off. McLucas shot 
Rackley in the chest."! 

The police and FBI had gathered extensive information on the New 
Haven Panther headquarters through paid informants and wiretap- 
ping. The night of May 20, Kelly Moye, a police informant, called 
Nick Pastore, the head of the information division of the New Haven 
police, and warned him that Sams and others were about to transport 
something important in Sams’s green Buick Riviera. New Haven police 
chief James Ahern later said that he and his colleagues suspected that 
the Panthers had kidnapped someone and that the hostage was in tran- 
sit. Police, however, did nothing to stop Rackley’s torture or murder, 
later claiming that they did not know he was being tortured and that 
they had tried to follow the car that carried Rackley to his death, but 
it had eluded them.'? 

The next day, police recovered Rackley’s body, and late that night, 
they conducted raids to arrest Ericka Huggins, Warren Kimbro, Lonnie 
McLucas, Francis Carter, and four other young female Panthers on 
murder charges.!3 In early August, Sams was arrested in a gun inci- 
dent that embarrassed the fledgling Panther chapter in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, and he was soon extradited to the United States for trial, where 
he turned state’s evidence.'* Within days, the Justice Department cre- 
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ated a special unit with the “purpose of instituting federal prosecution 
against the [Black Panther Party].”'5 On August 19, on the basis of 
Sams’s testimony, Bobby Seale, chairman of the Black Panther Party, 
was arrested in Berkeley, California, on capital charges of conspiracy 
to commit murder for allegedly ordering the killing of Alex Rackley.'* 
The state made a deal with Kimbro, offering him a light sentence and 
a return to his middle-class life in exchange for turning state’s evidence 
and pinning the murder on Panther higher-ups. Kimbro and Sams each 
served four years and were released.” Lonnie McLucas maintained the 
innocence of the Party leaders and was slated to face trial. 

Panther field marshal Landon Williams was also in New Haven dur- 
ing Alex Rackley’s torture and murder, and Sams testified that he had 
been taking orders from Williams and that Williams in turn was taking 
orders from Black Panther national headquarters. It is clear that Sams 
directed the gruesome events, and in the end, the state found insuffi- 
cient evidence to support Sams’s claim that he was following orders 
from Williams. Williams pled guilty on lesser charges of conspiracy to 
murder and received a suspended sentence in November 1971.!8 

Hoping to pin the murder on national Panther leaders Bobby Seale 
and Ericka Huggins, the state prosecuted a long and costly trial in an 
attempt to convict them. But its efforts failed, and all charges against 
Seale and Huggins were dismissed.” 

The extent of the state’s involvement in setting up Seale and Huggins 
remains unclear. The FBI has resisted legal requests to release records 
of wiretaps of the New Haven Panther headquarters, which might 
reveal that the agency knew about Rackley’s kidnap and torture but 
did not act to prevent it.2? Even more grave are suggestions that Sams 
directed the torture and murder of Rackley while on the FBI’s payroll. 
Sams was the only first-hand witness to name Seale or other national 
Panther officials in the Rackley case, and authors Churchill and Vander 
Wall argue that the state based its charges on “material provided by ‘a 
trusted ten year informant,” and that this FBI informant was likely 
Sams.?! Was it a coincidence that Sams showed up in New York as 
the New York 21 conspiracy broke, just in time to step into the power 
vacuum left by their arrest? Was it a further coincidence that he drove 
Rackley to the fledgling New Haven chapter two days before Seale was 
scheduled to arrive??? 

On February 17, 1969, three months before Sams arrived in New 
Haven with Alex Rackley in tow, William O’Neal—the FBI infiltrator 
who provided the information used by the Chicago Special Prosecutions 
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Unit in the killing of Hampton and Clark—wrote in the Black Panther 
that he used “intensive” torture methods to obtain a confession from a 
rank-and-file Panther, Derek Phemster, and that Phemster was an FBI 
informant.?? William O’Neal was one of the most valued and highly 
placed FBI infiltrators in the Black Panther Party, and it is not credible 
that the FBI would have paid him to torture and expose its other infor- 
mants. More likely, the FBI directed O’Neal to publish the article to nor- 
malize the idea of torturing suspected informants and suggest its efficacy. 

When police arrested the Black Panther suspects in New Haven the 
day after Rackley was murdered, Sams had already left town. But he left 
behind the tape recording he had made of Rackley’s torture, and police 
had no trouble locating and confiscating the tape when they arrested 
the New Haven Panthers.** After those arrests, Sams traipsed in and 
out of various Panther offices nationally, with police and FBI raids fol- 
lowing close behind. But, as Donald Freed has noted, “As George Sams 
traveled around the country, spending large sums of money, certain 
things began to happen to the Panthers. Each city he visited was there- 
after subjected to predawn raids by combinations of city, state and fed- 
eral police. But Sams was never caught; he always managed to leave 
before the raids were made.”?5 The New York Times reported Sams’s 
unlikely narrow escape from an FBI raid of the Chicago Panther head- 
quarters in June.?6 Sams was not arrested until August, when police 
raided Black Panthers to derail an organizing effort in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia. In her book on the Black Panther effort in Halifax, Jennifer 
Smith argues that Sam’s actions in Halifax are hard to explain unless 
he was seeking to undermine the Party.” 


FREE BOBBY AND ERICKA! 


Whoever was ultimately responsible for deciding to murder Alex Rack- 
ley, there was no credible evidence of Bobby Seale’s involvement. The 
government’s strained efforts to pin the murder on him became a ral- 
lying point for potential allies. Many progressives already saw Seale 
as a target of government repression. Despite his minimal involvement 
in the protests at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, a 
federal grand jury indicted him on March 20, 1969, for conspiracy to 
incite riots along with the other “Chicago Eight”: Rennie Davis, David 
Dellinger, John Froines, Tom Hayden, Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, 
and Lee Weiner. 

At the time, Seale’s attorney Charles Garry was undergoing surgery. 
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When the judge refused to delay the trial, Seale insisted on represent- 
ing himself. The judge denied him that right, and Seale insisted he was 
being railroaded. Seale refused to be silenced and continued to press 
his constitutional right to defend himself, arguing, “You have George 
Washington and Benjamin Franklin sitting in a picture behind you, and 
they were slave owners. That’s what they were. They owned slaves. You 
are acting in the same manner, denying me my constitutional rights.” 28 

On October 29, the judge—unwilling to let Seale defend himself and 
unable to silence him—ordered Seale shackled to a chair and gagged. 
Seale continued to bang his chair and shout through his gag, demand- 
ing the right to defend himself. On November 5, the judge sentenced 
him to four years in prison on sixteen counts of criminal contempt 
of court and severed his case from that of the remaining seven defen- 
dants.*? Every newspaper and TV news program featured depictions of 
Seale bound but undeterred. 

Many potential allies saw the conspiracy charges against Bobby Seale 
as a state effort to stifle political dissent. On September 16, following 
Seale’s arrest in San Francisco, an interdenominational group of min- 
isters and priests held a sit-in at the U.S. marshal’s office in San Fran- 
cisco, nonviolently taking over the office. They argued that the conspir- 
acy charges against Seale were “designed and enforced for the purpose 
of suppression of political dissent” and that “the Department of Justice 
is relating to the Panthers like the Department of Defense is relating to 
the Vietnamese.” Eight of them were arrested.*° The month after Seale 
was gagged and shackled in the Chicago court, the New Mobilization 
Committee to End the War in Vietnam (New MOBE)—the largest anti- 
war coalition in the United States at the time—sent a telegram to the 
Black Panther Party decrying the violation of Seale’s rights and his mis- 
treatment in court. New MOBE called for the immediate dismissal of 
charges against Seale and impeachment of the judge.*! 

Solidarity committees in Scandinavia launched a wave of rallies, dis- 
playing signs with pictures of Seale under the headline “Kidnapped” 
and others reading “Kapitalism + Racism = Fascism.” Allies flew Black 
Panther editor “Big Man” Howard to Stockholm to speak on Seale’s 
persecution at a joint anti-imperialist rally with the National Liberation 
Front of Vietnam.*? In November South A frica’s leading anti-apartheid 
organization, the African National Congress (ANC), sent a letter to the 
Black Panther Party expressing concern for political prisoners Bobby 
Seale and Huey Newton. The ANC also offered a shared vision of lib- 
eration: “Our struggle like yours is part of the larger struggle against 
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international imperialism now being conducted in Vietnam, in the 
Middle East and most of the Third World. We, therefore, unhesitantly 
express our solidarity with you in your efforts to free Comrade Bobby 
and Huey. More than this we wish to express our solidarity with the 
Black Panther Party in its life and death struggle against our common 
enemy: fascist racism. It is not without significance that our demand is 
identical to yours . . . Power to the People!” 33 

After Seale’s indictment in August for his alleged involvement in 
the Connecticut conspiracy, the Black Panther Party national office 
sent Doug Miranda to New Haven to develop and lead the Panther 
chapter there. Miranda, nineteen, had developed a reputation as one of 
the most effective young organizers in the Party. National headquar- 
ters chose him for the crucial role of organizing support for Seale and 
Huggins. 

Miranda had joined the Black Panther Party through his involve- 
ment in the Third World Strike for Ethnic Studies at San Francisco 
State College (see chapter 12), and he had demonstrated his organiz- 
ing skills during the launch of a Panther chapter in Boston. Party lead- 
ers recognized Miranda as one of their best organizers. He built trust 
and won loyalty. When needed, Miranda could also mete out disci- 
pline. At one Panther meeting in Boston, Miranda ordered latecom- 
ers to stand with their arms outstretched. “Repeat after me,” he com- 
manded. “Tardiness is a hardy corrosive that would destroy the party. 
I would rather destroy my arms than destroy the party!” His success 
with Harvard students also proved he knew how to deal with privi- 
leged allies. Once in New Haven, Miranda demonstrated his intellec- 
tual acuity to Yale students, trouncing a representative of Students for 
a Democratic Society in a public debate on Marxism. Miranda ably 
raised funds to support the New Haven chapter by securing regular 
donations from wealthy students, an activity that the FBI closely moni- 
tored through wiretaps.*4 

Under Miranda’s leadership, the New Haven Panther chapter quickly 
developed. He set up an office on Sylvan Avenue in the predominantly 
black neighborhood called “the Hill.” At a news conference on Octo- 
ber 1, Miranda announced the formation of the Coalition to Defend 
the Panthers as a central part of their effort to mount a defense out- 
side the courtroom. The coalition would focus on fund-raising for the 
legal defense and would challenge the vilification of the Panthers in the 
mainstream press, seeking to create a political climate conducive to the 
Black Panthers’ case. The Panthers wanted the coalition to be a source 


254 | Resilience 


of broad support, encompassing progressives and liberals and not just 
radicals: “The Coalition will be broad enough to include people who 
do not necessarily agree with the whole Panther program, but who 
do believe in any case that the Panthers are being persecuted for their 
political beliefs. The main line of the Coalition in its educational work 
will be that the Panther case has received such prejudicial coverage in 
the press that a ‘fair trial’ is impossible, and that therefore the Panthers 
should be freed immediately.” *5 

At the time of its launch, the coalition comprised fifteen organiza- 
tions, including national left and progressive organizations such as SDS 
and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom; black 
community organizations from New Haven such as the Hill Parents 
Association; Yale organizations such as the Yale Divinity School Associ- 
ation and the Yale Black Law Students organization; and New Haven’s 
leading leftist organization, the American Independent Movement.*° 

On October 8, the New Haven Black Panthers launched the John 
Huggins Free Breakfast for Children Program at the Newhallville Teen 
Lounge on Shelton Avenue. They teamed up with a welfare rights orga- 
nization called Welfare Moms of New Haven to promote the breakfast 
program and build support for the Black Panther Party. Soon, they were 
feeding seventy to eighty kids each morning. On Wednesday nights, 
the Panthers held a popular ideology class on Columbus Avenue. They 
intermittently distributed free clothing and worked with existing black 
community groups on lead-abatement projects in black neighborhoods. 
Several months later, an open house at the Panther Community Infor- 
mation Center on Sylvan Avenue attracted hundreds of people, mostly 
working-class and low-income black residents of the neighborhood.*” 

Women’s Liberation, a predominantly white feminist group in New 
Haven, planned a rally for November 22, 1969, to protest the plight 
of the five women Panthers incarcerated there. The group argued that, 
with the women being held without bail and not allowed visitors, their 
“right to interview lawyers crucial to the preparation of their defense 
has been denied in direct violation of their constitutional rights.” 
Three of the five incarcerated Panther women were pregnant. Women’s 
Liberation argued that the women were being denied adequate diet, 
exercise, and health care. “To hold these women under these condi- 
tions while they’re still in pre-trial status makes a mockery of the ‘pre- 
sumption of innocence’ which is their constitutional guarantee.” On 
the day of the rally, about five thousand women and their male allies 
gathered at Beaver Pond Park and marched to the courthouse chanting, 
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“Off Our Backs!” “Power to the People!” and “Free Our Sisters, Free 
Ourselves!” A group of New Haven mothers on welfare led the proces- 
sion, followed by women members of the Black Panther Party and rep- 
resentatives of predominantly white feminist organizations from sev- 
eral states, with men marching in solidarity behind them. 

At the courthouse, Beth Mitchell, the communications secretary of 
the Harlem Black Panther Party, addressed the crowd: “We demand 
immediate freedom for the Connecticut Panthers and for all political 
prisoners. We demand an end to their isolation and sleepless nights. We 
demand adequate diet, exercise, and clothing. We demand their right to 
choose counsel. We demand their right to prenatal and maternity care 
by doctors of their choice. We demand the right for these mothers to 
make their own arrangements for the custody of the children in accor- 
dance with their wishes and the wishes of the Black Panther Party.” 38 

To build support for their case, the Panther national leaders also 
sent Charles “Cappy” Pinderhughes, a former journalist, to accompany 
Miranda and develop a local newsletter. The People’s News Service 
captivated and informed, advancing the Panther perspective and help- 
ing to mobilize support for Seale, Huggins, and the other Panthers in 
New Haven. In March, J. Edgar Hoover ordered the New Haven FBI 
to “furnish six copies of this bulletin on a regular basis,” noting that 
the “paper is chock full of reports—from jail, from New Haven black 
neighborhoods, about police confrontations, conditions at Elm Haven 
[housing projects], diatribes against the system, news on national Pan- 
ther cases. . .. [It retains] real local flavor.” 3 By April 1970, the FBI 
noted that thirty “hard core” committed Black Panther members, sup- 
ported by many more peripheral members and allies, were working 
around the clock to forge a strong and organized Panther presence in 
New Haven.*° 

As the New Haven Panthers mobilized, allied support grew, albeit 
slowly at first. On December 18, five Yale students interrupted a large 
class in Harkness Hall and recited a list of names of Black Panther 
Party members who had been killed. The students told the press they 
were “protesting the persecution of the Black Panther Party.” The Yale 
administration did not take kindly to the intrusion and expelled all five 
students, informing them that they could reapply for admission the fol- 
lowing term if they wanted to return.*! 

The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, at their 
meeting in Philadelphia on February 14, 1970, passed a resolution 
expressing solidarity with Bobby Seale and the Black Panthers: 
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We call upon our lawmakers and all agencies of the government to respect 
the human and constitutional rights of all members of society. An orderly 
society with freedom and justice for all will not be attained until and unless 
the right of each individual to live in human dignity, to be free from racial 
discrimination, and to express his political views without persecution is 
recognized and enforced. We reaffirm our support of those, like... the 
Black Panther Party, who courageously assert their constitutional rights in 
the face of lawful and oppressive governmental interference.** 


On March 2, six hundred people—many of them black—rallied in 
front of the American embassy in London calling for the release of 
Bobby Seale and expressing solidarity with the Black Panther Party. A 
number of the protestors fought with police, and sixteen were arrested. 
On March 14, the National Student Union in Kamerun (now Camer- 
oon) wrote to the Black Panthers to express its solidarity and to assert 
that the Panthers’ struggle in the United States was an extension of 
the international fight against colonialism, analogous to the victori- 
ous Kamerun armed struggle against French imperialism. The Black 
Nationalist Malcolmites and the British Tricontinental Organization 
also extended their solidarity and support.*? 

That month, as the Connecticut trial approached, the famous 
French author Jean Genet traveled to New Haven to support the 
Panthers. He took up the core Panther notion that black communities 
in the United States were treated as “the Black Colony” and argued 
that Bobby Seale was being persecuted for refusing to follow the doc- 
ile script laid out for blacks by their oppressors: “Bobby Seale and 
his comrades have over-stepped our [white] boundaries, they speak 
and act as responsible political people. . . . Because of his exceptional 
political stature, Chairman Bobby Seale’s trial which just started is, in 
fact, a political trial of the Black Panther Party, and on a more general 
basis, a race trial held against all of America’s Blacks.” French film- 
maker Jean-Luc Godard also traveled to New Haven to support the 
mobilization effort for Bobby Seale and the Black Panther Party. He 
told a packed crowd of six hundred gathered at the Yale Law School, 
“The outcome of this trial will very much affect the Panthers’ effort 
to make a class struggle instead of a race war in this country. United 
States political leaders are trying to destroy the liberation struggle of 
the people. .. . You must all participate in the political actions in this 
city, not just as individuals, but as members of a society struggling 
against the rise of fascism.” *4 
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THE PANTHER AND THE BULLDOG 


In mid-March, with the pretrial hearings for the New Haven Panthers 
approaching, the Black Panther Defense Committee opened its own 
office on Chapel Street in New Haven and began organizing a massive 
nonviolent protest for May 1—May Day—in support of the Panthers. 
The lead organizer for the committee was Ann Froines, whose hus- 
band, John Froines, was one of the Chicago Seven (known as the 
Chicago Eight before the judge severed Bobby Seal’s case). The com- 
mittee sought to tap into Panther alliances with national antiwar and 
countercultural leaders.*° 

As pretrial hearings for Panther Lonnie McLucas began in mid-April, 
Panthers and their allies in New Haven mobilized. They first targeted 
Yale, seeking to force the university to take a stand on the Panther trials. 
About seventeen hundred people, mostly Yale students, gathered in the 
campus’s Woolsey Hall for a Panther presentation. Artie Seale, Bobby’s 
wife, told the crowd, “Either you’re with us or against us.” A group 
entered the courthouse chanting pro-Panther slogans; police arrested 
two people from the group and expelled the rest from the building. 
The protesters rallied with Panther speakers Doug Miranda and Artie 
Seale across the street from the courthouse on the New Haven Green. 
Some students smashed windows at the nearby Chapel Square Mall and 
fought with police. Police arrested five people, including a Yale graduate 
student charged with photographing the police on the courthouse steps 
in violation of a local “emergency directive.” *° 

The trial was a central concern of the Panther organization nation- 
ally, and that afternoon, David Hilliard attended the pretrial hear- 
ings accompanied by Panther minister of culture Emory Douglas and 
French author Jean Genet. At this point, Hilliard was the highest-rank- 
ing Panther leader not in jail or exile, and he had been in charge of the 
Party’s daily operation since Seale had been arrested in late August. 
When Seale’s lawyer Charles Garry handed Hilliard a note, police 
grabbed Hilliard and tried to seize the paper. Douglas and Genet 
defended Hilliard. Police confiscated the note, arrested Hilliard and 
Douglas (but not Genet), and the judge sentenced each to six months 
in jail—the maximum sentence for one count of criminal contempt of 
court. In the eyes of many potential supporters, the arrests and sentenc- 
ing were further evidence that the government and legal system were 
targeting Panthers.” 
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The incident was a turning point for Panther support in New Haven, 
especially among Yale students. The Panthers had argued that police 
in Chicago and New Haven had targeted Seale because of his politi- 
cal views and influence. That Hilliard—the top Panther leader who 
was still free—was incarcerated so swiftly for a questionable infraction 
supported this argument. The next day, April 15, 1970, a group of four 
hundred Yale students passed two resolutions supporting the fourteen 
Black Panthers awaiting trial in New Haven. One resolution called for 
a three-day moratorium on classes. The other called for Yale to donate 
$500,000 to the Black Panther legal defense fund.*8 

Doug Miranda met with various Yale groups to build student sup- 
port. At one meeting, he told Yale students, “You ought to get some 
guns, and go and get Chairman Bobby out of jail.” After the meeting, 
a group of black Yale undergraduates confronted Miranda about his 
incendiary tactics. Miranda said he did not actually expect the Yalies 
to use violence, “But they ain’t done shit yet except talk. We’re trying 
to get a strike going here, man! Now you can’t just tell them, ‘Strike!’ 
You’ve got to give them something more extreme, and then you let 
them fall back on a strike.” 

The next day in Cambridge, Massachusetts, an offshoot of the Stu- 
dents for Democratic Society and Abbie Hoffman of the Chicago Seven 
organized a rally at Harvard University in support of the New Haven 
Panthers. About 3,000 people showed up, and Harvard locked the 
gates along the protestors’ route, shutting them out of the campus. The 
crowd threw rocks and bricks through windows, lit trash fires, and 
fought with police. Police beat marchers—including female students 
from Radcliffe—with nightsticks; 214 people were hospitalized.*° 

The potential for violence in New Haven was much greater. On 
April 19, about fifteen hundred people crammed into Yale’s Battell 
Chapel for a Panther teach-in. Doug Miranda called for a student strike: 
“Take your power and use it to save the institution. Take it away from 
people who are using it in a way it shouldn’t be used. You can close 
down Yale and make Yale demand release. You have the power to pre- 
vent a bloodbath in New Haven. . . . There’s no reason why the Panther 
and the Bulldog [Yale’s mascot] can’t get together! ... That Panther 
and that Bulldog gonna move together!” Audience members jumped to 
their feet to deliver a standing ovation. Students rushed to join the prep- 
arations, and Miranda’s imagery became a central organizing motif. 
Students printed graphic images of the panther and bulldog logos on 
T-shirts and pamphlets to aid in organizing the strike for May Day.*! 
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The next day, the Yale College Student Senate, the school’s formal 
student government, approved a resolution calling for a student strike 
and asking classmates to endorse it. The same day, the Chicago Seven 
held a press conference in New York in which the Reverend Ralph 
Abernathy, head of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, was 
the featured speaker. He urged liberals and progressives to join the May 
t rally in New Haven to support Bobby Seale and the Black Panthers. 
Abernathy said that the “racist justice” that drove Martin Luther King 
Jr. to the streets in the South “is now driving us to the streets of the 
North—New York, New Haven, Chicago, signaling the beginning of 
the end of the Mitchell-Nixon-Agnew-Thurmond era.” Denouncing the 
jailing of Hilliard and Douglas, he declared, “Southern-style justice has 
come to New Haven. .. . This is nothing more than legal lynching.” ? 

Despite parallels to the recent Chicago trials, the Panthers under- 
stood that the political dynamics in New Haven were quite different. 
In Chicago, Seale had been tried on charges that were, on their face, 
absurd. He had not participated in organizing the Chicago mobiliza- 
tions. He had been in Chicago for only a few hours, where he spoke 
once briefly, with little in his speech offering ammunition for his arrest. 
He had had almost no discernible role in instigating the rebellion out- 
side the Democratic National Convention. The court’s decision to deny 
him his right to defend himself rested on shaky legal ground. Seale’s 
refusal to participate politely in a trial that appeared designed to rail- 
road him had garnered broad political support. But New Haven was a 
different story. Alex Rackley had been brutally murdered. And while 
the Panthers argued that the FBI had gone to great lengths to frame 
Seale, murder was a serious matter. The allegations had to be addressed 
carefully. Open defiance of the court proceedings would be impolitic. 

In a private meeting on April 21, the Panthers met with Judge 
Harold Mulvey. The Panthers wanted to establish a cordial relation- 
ship, and so did the judge. Public outcry about the jailing of Hilliard 
and Douglas bode poorly for the judge should the relationship with 
the Panthers become polarized. So he and the Panthers agreed that 
Seale would apologize publicly in exchange for Hilliard’s and Douglas’s 
release. That day, Seale said in court, “I respect your honor very much 
for allowing me to have a fair trial... . I understand that you are try- 
ing to see that we defendants have a fair trial... . We also understand 
the necessity for peaceful decorum in the courtroom.” Hilliard and 
Douglas were released that day. 

That evening, about forty-five hundred people—mostly white Yale 
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students—gathered at Yale’s Ingalls Rink to decide whether to call a 
strike. Kenneth Mills, a black assistant professor at the university, told 
the crowd that the plight of Bobby Seale and the accused Black Pan- 
thers symbolized the plight of blacks generally in “Racist America,” 
and he called for action: “In recognition of the critical emergency, in 
recognition of the reality of oppression, in recognition of exploitation,” 
he said, it was time to “close down” the university. “This is the time 
to say ‘classroom space is not where it’s happening.’ The struggle for 
justice is much more important.” The audience shouted and cheered, 
pumping clenched fists and chanting, “Strike, Strike, Strike!” Students 
organized meetings in all of Yale’s undergraduate colleges and some of 
the graduate schools to mobilize support for the strike.*4 

The following morning, April 22, 1970, Yale students went on strike 
for the first time in the university’s history. They set up picket lines sur- 
rounding classroom buildings and carried signs reading, “Don’t go to 
class” and “Skip classes, talk politics.” They handed out leaflets say- 
ing, “All academic commitments must be suspended so that we all may 
devote our full time and attention to the situation, educate ourselves, 
and act accordingly.” The university canceled all intercollegiate sports 
events for the week. Students in Yale’s undergraduate colleges passed 
referenda supporting the strike, and the undergraduate residence halls 
also voted to provide food, shelter, and first aid to Panther support- 
ers who rallied on May 1. A university spokesperson estimated that 
between 50 and 75 percent of students were participating in the strike.°° 

On April 23, about four hundred Yale faculty members and admin- 
istrators held a closed meeting to discuss the strike. A group of black 
professors called for faculty to support the student strike. The fac- 
ulty rejected a proposal to cancel all classes but voted overwhelm- 
ingly to grant all professors the option to suspend normal academic 
activities and devote their class periods to discussions of race and pol- 
itics. Further, they instructed all faculty to “take a tolerant position 
in regard to assignments and papers handed in late and they should 
make as much time as possible available for the discussion of immedi- 
ate and pressing issues.” The faculty also endorsed a proposal by the 
Black Students Alliance to hold a national conference of black orga- 
nizations at Yale, as well as a proposal to establish a commission on 
“Yale involvement with the black community.” *¢ 

With the trial scheduled to take place in New Haven, the May 1 
mobilization at Yale promised to be significantly larger than the one at 
Harvard a few weeks earlier. Thousands of Yale students were mobi- 


BobbyandEricka | 261 


lizing for the rally, and tens of thousands of supporters, many from out 
of town, were expected to join them. Eager to avoid disaster, Kingman 
Brewster Jr., the well-respected president of Yale, secretly met with 
friends from Harvard to learn from their experience. He decided that 
to protect Yale and his career, he would embrace the right to dissent, 
distinguish himself from Nixon, and distance Yale from the prosecu- 
tion of the Panthers. 

At the April 23 faculty meeting, Brewster pronounced that he was 
“skeptical of the ability of black revolutionaries to achieve a fair trial 
anywhere in the United States.” Later that week, U.S. vice president 
Spiro Agnew called for Brewster’s ouster, accusing him of pandering 
to students on the “criminal left that belong not in a dormitory but in 
a penitentiary” and of subverting the American judicial process. Yale 
students rallied to Brewster’s defense, with more than three thousand 
of them signing a petition supporting his statement.°” 

Seeing the government’s prosecution of Seale as an act to silence 
political dissent, thousands of Yale students had joined the Panther 
cause. By making the university a target and disrupting academic activ- 
ities at Yale, the Panthers forced the university to take a position on the 
trial in New Haven. Initially, the administration responded with sys- 
tematic repression, expelling students who disrupted regular academic 
activities in support of the Panthers. But as support for the Panthers 
grew, the administration changed course. Most of the Yale faculty and 
the broader New Haven community did not endorse the Panthers’ poli- 
tics but were strongly liberal. Few supported Nixon’s Law and Order 
politics, and many felt threatened by it, seeing the repression of the 
Panthers as part of an overarching pattern of strong-arm repression. In 
this context, the administration was wary of heavily repressing Panther 
supporters and becoming a target of broader ire. To avoid that fate, 
Brewster publicly questioned the legitimacy of the U.S. judicial system 
and allowed the disruption of normal academic activities. 

While Brewster sought to de-escalate the conflict, Connecticut gov- 
ernor John Dempsey—beholden to a more conservative electorate— 
expressed “shock” at Brewster’s position and readied for May Day by 
dispatching two thousand state troopers to New Haven. Further, at 
the request of Governor Dempsey, U.S. attorney general Mitchell sent 
two thousand army paratroopers and two thousand marines to the 
region to assist the National Guard if necessary. Yale spokesperson 
Sam Chauncey said he was “surprised” and “upset” at the decision to 
deploy federal troops.** White House emissaries, including Assistant 
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Attorney General William Ruckelshaus, traveled to New Haven to 
monitor the situation.*? 

Yale’s chaplain offered a refuge for people who wanted to retreat 
should the May Day protests turn into violent clashes with police.®° 
John Hersey, college master at Yale and executive of the Connecticut 
Bar Association, established a “defense trust” to raise funds for the 
Panthers’ legal expenses in the New Haven trial.°! 

Before May Day even arrived, the Panthers had won Yale. With Yale 
now supporting their right to dissent and Yale’s own president question- 
ing the fairness of the American judiciary, the Party knew that violence 
by its supporters would work against the defendants in the New Haven 
trial. The Panthers called a press conference, and Assistant Minister of 
Defense “Big Man” Howard urged protestors to stay nonviolent. On 
behalf of the Black Panther Defense Committee, Ann Froines held sev- 
eral meetings with the New Haven chief of police to work out logistics 
of crowd control for the upcoming street mobilizations. She explained 
to the New York Times that violent protests “would not serve the inter- 
ests of the defendants.”®? Panther allies Ann Froines, John Froines, 
David Dellinger, and Tom Hayden met with Kingman Brewster to coor- 
dinate strategy in order to avoid violence.** Working with the Panther 
supporters to stem potential violence, Kingman Brewster announced 
that Yale would open its gates to May Day protestors.% 

The governor and U.S. attorney general, however, prepared for war. 
Marines, U.S. Army troops, and Connecticut Guardsmen—armed 
with rifles and bayonets, armored personnel carriers, and tanks—sur- 
rounded downtown New Haven. Officers instructed soldiers, “You will 
not be successfully prosecuted if you shoot someone while performing a 
duty. .. . There is nothing to fear concerning your individual actions.” © 

The next morning, about fifteen thousand people filled the New 
Haven Green for the May Day protests. The event was mostly peaceful 
and included marching, chanting, music, and speeches throughout the 
downtown and Yale’s campus.*’ After a tense long day of protest in the 
face of police and heavily armed troops, someone pretending to be a 
Black Panther, later accused of working for the FBI, grabbed the micro- 
phone and falsely claimed that police had arrested three black people 
for walking on the green after dark. Protestors charged out to confront 
the police. Doug Miranda took the microphone and encouraged the 
audience to stay calm, explaining that the report was false. About fif- 
teen hundred people confronted the police, a few throwing rocks. But 
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the Black Panthers used their sound truck to urge rock throwers to dis- 
perse until peace was restored. 68 

The Chicago Daily Defender ran an editorial, “Yale U. and the 
Panthers,” saying that the relatively peaceful New Haven rallies were 
likely to inspire similar protests at other campuses: 


The demonstrations were staged as evidence of a lack of trust in the integ- 
rity of the American courts and their capacity to conduct a fair trial, espe- 
cially in cases where the Black Panthers are involved.... Yale has now 
become the focus for justice for the Black Panthers. With the singular 
exception of a few isolated incidents, the New Haven institution is going 
peacefully and serenely about the business of transforming a sick society 
into a healthy consortium. Other universities are sure to follow this lead 
and graft the Black Panther movement into the body of their own pleading 
for social change. Though a new force in the political horizon, the Panthers 
may provide the dynamism for the reformation of American society.” 


NATIONAL STUDENT STRIKE 


On the eve of the May Day protest at Yale, Nixon announced the 
U.S. invasion of Cambodia. The action was wrenching for the nation. 
Nixon’s claims that he would promote “Vietnamization” of the war 
effort and gradually roll back the military draft appeased many, and 
the antiwar movement had become increasingly moderate by mid-1970. 
The anti-imperialist activists who built the student antiwar movement 
were gradually marginalized. But the Cambodia invasion threw into 
doubt Nixon’s claims of de-escalation, shattering the fragile faith of 
many that the government would end the war and the draft without a 
fight. 

Then on May 1, as Yale students mobilized support for the Panthers, 
Nixon denounced student activists in his strongest language to date. 
On the morning of May 2, the New York Times published the presi- 
dent’s comments in a front-page story alongside coverage of the Yale 
May Day mobilizations: “You see these bums, you know, blowing 
up the campuses. Listen, the boys that are on the college campuses 
today are the luckiest people in the world, going to the greatest uni- 
versities in the world, and here they are burning books and storm- 
ing around.””° Where the Panthers and their allies had won cautious 
acceptance from Yale, Nixon, in his pursuit of Law and Order politics, 
sought to strengthen his support by attacking the activists. 

Later that day, about two thousand Panther supporters met in Yale’s 
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Dwight Hall to build upon the successful New Haven mobilizations 
and respond to the invasion of Cambodia. They formed the National 
Student Strike Committee and drew up a plan for further national 
action. At an afternoon press conference on the New Haven Green, 
Tom Hayden announced the call for the nationwide strike. He said stu- 
dents across the country should boycott classes until three demands 
were met. The following day, the New York Times summarized the 
three demands in a front-page story about the Yale mobilizations: 


The United States must end its “systematic oppression” of all politi- 
cal dissidents, such as Bobby Seale, and all other Black Panthers. 


The United States must cease “aggression” in Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia, and unilaterally and immediately withdraw its force. 


Universities must end their “complicity” in war by ending war- 
related research and eliminating Reserve Officer Training Corps 
activities.”! 


In a survey of U.S. college students for the John D. Rockefeller Foun- 
dation at the time, 79 percent of respondents strongly or partially agreed 
that “the war in Vietnam is pure imperialism,” and a full 71 percent of 
college students surveyed said they “Definitively believe” that Black Pan- 
thers “cannot be assured a fair trial.”’2 With students across the country 
feeling betrayed and angered by Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia and by 
his insults, and excited by the successful mobilizations at Yale, the call 
for a national student strike quickly spread. The Yale students, by tar- 
geting their own liberal university and making it take sides on the Pan- 
thers, had influenced national political debate. Others students sought 
to emulate their model. On May 3, editors from the student newspapers 
at eleven major eastern colleges—including six of the eight Ivy League 
universities—adopted the demands of the Panther allies in New Haven. 
Meeting at Columbia University in New York, the editors agreed to run 
a common editorial the following day calling for “the entire academic 
community of this country to engage in a nationwide university strike.”75 

Columbia University administrators attempted to undercut student 
support for the national strike by declaring a one-day moratorium 
on classes for Monday, May 4, and by holding a convocation to dis- 
cuss possible responses to the invasion of Cambodia. At the convoca- 
tion, Rich Reed, a black leader of the campus’s Third World Coalition, 
accompanied by a Black Panther member, seized the microphone and 
declared that talk of peace in Vietnam would be meaningless unless 
people moved “to build a mass movement against the source of impe- 
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rialism and racism which is closest to us—Columbia University.” ”4 
Reed criticized the School of International Affairs for assisting in the 
development of oppressive foreign policy strategies and denounced the 
consignment of black and Latino workers to the lowest-paying and 
dirtiest jobs on campus. That afternoon, about three thousand stu- 
dents gathered in Wollman Auditorium and voted overwhelmingly to 
strike, taking up the three demands issued in New Haven. The follow- 
ing day, thirty-five hundred students and campus workers rallied. Fea- 
tured speaker William Kunstler—a high-profile lawyer for the Panthers 
and the Chicago Seven—called for all charges against the New York 
Panther 21 to be dropped. Protestors marched from Columbia to the 
City College of New York behind a banner declaring, “No more racist 
attacks on third world people. US out of Southeast Asia; Free all politi- 
cal prisoners now.” As the group marched through Harlem, members 
of the crowd chanted the Black Panther slogan, “Power to the people! 
Off the pig!” 75 

The call for a national student strike quickly gained steam, and 
by May 4, student activists had gone on strike at schools across the 
country, including Brandeis, the City University of New York, New 
York University, Notre Dame, Ohio State, Princeton, Rutgers, Sarah 
Lawrence, Stanford, the University of California at Berkeley, the Uni- 
versity of Pennsylvania, and the University of Virginia.” 

One of the most heated protests took place at Kent State University 
in Ohio, a campus with a history of SDS activism against the war in 
Vietnam and in solidarity with the Panthers.” On May 2, after the 
mayor of the city of Kent called in the Ohio National Guard, someone 
set fire to the ROTC (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps) building there. 
The following afternoon, the conflict escalated. Students sat in at a 
downtown intersection, and the National Guard charged them, stab- 
bing several with bayonets and arresting many others. Students pelted 
the guardsmen with stones. And then on May 4, guardsmen opened 
fire on the students, shooting thirteen students in a hail of bullets and 
killing four.’ 

The killing of the four student protesters fanned the flames of 
anti-imperialist fervor. On top of Nixon’s Law and Order rule, the 
Cambodia invasion, the continued Vietnam War and draft, and the 
heavy repression of the Black Panthers, the killings undermined many 
people’s faith in American democracy. The actions at Kent State showed 
that if students challenged the interests of those in power, they—like 
the Vietnamese and the Black Panthers—could be killed. 
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Inflamed by Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia and the killings at Kent 
State, and bolstered by widespread outrage, students across the country 
took up the call of the anti-imperialist Panther supporters at Yale and 
went on strike. More than four million students at 1,300 colleges par- 
ticipated in campus protests that month. One and a half million went 
on strike, shutting down at least 536 college campuses—many for the 
remainder of the academic year. According to a survey of college pres- 
idents by the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, 57 percent 
of the nation’s colleges experienced a “significant impact” as a result 
of student protests in May 1970. More than 100 colleges reported 
that armed officers from outside the university, including city or state 
police, the National Guard, army troops or marines, came onto cam- 
pus to quell student protests that month. At Mississippi’s Jackson State 
College, a historically black institution, police shot eleven students on 
May 14, killing two of them, further fueling anti-imperialist rage.” 

The political dynamics across three U.S. cities highlight the attrac- 
tion of different constituencies to the Panthers’ politics through 1969 
and much of 1970. In Chicago, assassination of the charismatic Fred 
Hampton led to broad intervention by moderate blacks. In New Haven, 
repression catalyzed extensive mobilization by students and antiwar 
progressive allies. And in the Black Power ferment of Los Angeles, state 
repression of the Panthers made the Party stand out from the alterna- 
tives—militarizing activists, drawing financial support from affluent 
allies, and ultimately encouraging increased membership. The more 
the state took repressive action against the Black Panthers, the more 
the Party’s membership, allied support, and political influence grew. 
Where would the cycle of insurgency lead? 


PART FOUR 


Revolution Has Come! 


The sharpest struggles in the world today are those of the 
oppressed nations against imperialism and for national 
liberation. Within this country the sharpest struggle is that 
of the black colony for its liberation; it is a struggle which 
by its very nature is anti-imperialist and increasingly anti- 
capitalist... . Within the black liberation movement the 
vanguard force is the Black Panther Party. ... We must keep 
in mind that the Black Panther Party is not fighting black 
people’s struggles only but is in fact the vanguard in our 
common struggles against capitalism and imperialism. 


—Students for a Democratic Society, National Council Resolution, 
April 4 1969 


You are Black Panthers, We are Yellow Panthers! 


—M. Hoang Minh Giam, North Vietnamese Minister of Culture, 
Hemispheric Conference to End the War in Vietnam, 
November 19, 1968 
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Black Studies and 
Third World Liberation 


In August 1968, George Mason Murray, the Black Panther minister of 
education, traveled to Cuba to represent the Black Panthers at a con- 
ference sponsored by the Organization of Solidarity with the People 
of Asia, Africa and Latin America (OSPAAAL). The oldest son of a 
Presbyterian minister, Murray had grown up poor, one of thirteen 
children in a religious family in rural Mississippi. He became a civil 
rights activist and left Mississippi. In 1963, he arrived in San Francisco 
and enrolled in San Francisco State College. Murray was a serious stu- 
dent who sported short-cropped hair and a tie. He soon gained admis- 
sion to graduate school in English at SF State and became the first 
black director of the undergraduate tutorial program there, enthusias- 
tically recruiting young blacks from San Francisco to take advantage 
of the university’s educational resources. The program reached its peak 
enrollment under his direction. At SF State, the powerful tide of Black 
Power began to pull on Murray. He grew out his hair and began to 
wear a black leather jacket. He renounced Christianity and joined the 
Nation of Islam for a short period. He became active in the university’s 
Black Student Union (BSU). Soon he joined the Black Panther Party. 
Murray threw himself wholeheartedly into the Black Panthers. His 
fiery eloquence made him an important Party spokesman, and he was 
quickly promoted, joining the Central Committee as minister of edu- 
cation by April 1968.! He believed black liberation required a global 
revolution against imperialism, which in turn required a cultural revo- 
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lution, new ways of being black. There was widespread debate within 
the Black Liberation Struggle at the time about the relative importance 
of black culture and black politics. Murray became an important voice 
in this debate, articulating a Black Panther position that black culture 
would have to be revolutionary if it was to liberate black people: 


The only culture worth keeping is the revolutionary culture. ... Our cul- 
ture must not be something that the enemy enjoys, appreciates, or says is 
attractive, it must be repelling to the slave master. It must smash, shatter 
and crack his skull, crack his eyeballs open and make water and gold dust 
run out... . We are changing, we are deciding that freedom means change, 
changing from the slaves, the cowards, the boys, the toms, the clowns, 
coons, spooks of the 50’s, 40’s, 30’s, into the wild, courageous, freedom 
fighting, revolutionary black nationalists.” 


When Murray traveled to Cuba in August 1968 to promote the “Free 
Huey!” campaign, leaders of anticolonial and revolutionary movements 
around the globe embraced the Panthers. “The genuine freedom of Huey 
Newton,” declared the Executive Secretariat of OSPAAAL, “will be 
brought about as the result of the revolutionary action of the Afro- 
Americans and of the white people who are willing to run the same 
risks; as the result of new Watts, Newarks, Detroits and Clevelands. 
In this endeavor they will have the backing and the solidarity of the 
peoples and the revolutionary combatants of Africa, Asia and Latin 
America.”3 When Murray’s turn came to speak at the OPAAAL confer- 
ence, he affirmed the necessity of a global revolution against imperial- 
ism and the Black Panther Party’s commitment to solidarity with revo- 
lutionary struggles throughout the Third World: 


We have vowed not to put down our guns or stop making Molotov cock- 
tails until colonized Africans, Asians and Latin Americans in the United 
States and throughout the world have become free. ... We want to tell the 
people who are struggling throughout the world that our collective strug- 
gle can only be victorious, and the defeat of the murderers of mankind will 
come as soon as we create a few more Vietnams, Cubas and Detroits. ... 
The Black Panther Party recognizes the critical position of black people in 
the United States. We recognize that we are a colony within the imperialist 
domains of North America and that it is the historic duty of black people in 
the United States to bring about the complete, absolute and unconditional 
end of racism and neocolonialism by smashing, shattering and destroying 
the imperialist domains of North America. In order to bring humanity to 
a higher level, we will follow the example of Che Guevara, the Cuban peo- 
ple, the Vietnamese people and our leader and Minister of Defense, Huey 
P. Newton. If it means our lives, that is but a small price to pay for the free- 
dom of humanity. 
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Illustrating his point, he argued that, “every time a Vietnamese guerilla 
knocks out a U.S. soldier, that means one less aggressor against those 
who fight for freedom in the U.S.”* 

Murray’s speech in Cuba achieved his goal of being “repelling to 
the slave master.” When he returned to SF State, he found himself at 
the center of a controversy. On September 26, perhaps emboldened 
by the national political climate in the buildup to the 1968 presiden- 
tial election, the conservative Board of Trustees of the California State 
Colleges voted eight to five to ask President Smith of SF State to cancel 
Murray’s teaching appointment and assign him to a nonteaching posi- 
tion. President Smith knew he would face strong protest from faculty 
and students if he canceled Murray’s teaching appointment. Hoping 
to avoid this response, he denied the trustees’ request that Murray be 
reassigned, arguing that as an instructor, Murray had a right to intel- 
lectual freedom.* 

In 1968, more than half of San Francisco’s youth were black, Latino, 
Asian American, or Native American, but SF State’s student body was 
more than three-quarters white.* By the fall of 1968, black student 
activists at the university had developed a strong anti-imperialist per- 
spective. As early as 1966, Black Student Union president James Garrett 
had said that the black student struggle was “no different from that 
of the Vietnamese.... We are struggling for self-determination... 
for our black communities; and self-determination for a black educa- 
tion.”” A popular Black Student Union poster featured an Associated 
Press photo of an American soldier grabbing a Vietnamese woman by 
the hair and pressing his gun so hard against her temple that ridges 
of skin had formed around the muzzle. The caption read, “Today the 
Vietnamese, tomorrow the blacks.” 8 

Earlier in 1968, despite opposition from the administration, the Black 
Student Union had obtained support from the Faculty Senate to cre- 
ate a black studies program, and it had hired Nathan Hare, a radical 
sociologist, to establish the program. In April 1968, Hare submitted 
“A Conceptual Proposal for Black Studies,” in which he outlined an 
anti-imperialist framework and argued for more than a “mere blacken- 
ing of white courses.” He noted that successful development of a black 
studies curriculum required not only a substantive shift but also a sig- 
nificant increase in black student enrollment, methodological innova- 
tion, and community involvement. He took an activist approach that 
sought to position black studies as part of a transformation of the black 
condition rather than its perpetuation. “Black studies will be revolu- 
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tionary or it will be useless if not detrimental,” Hare wrote. As the 
black studies proposal gained steam in the spring of 1968, students 
formed the Third World Liberation Front (TWLE), which united the 
BSU with Latino and Asian American organizations. The TWLF called 
for “educational self-determination” and developed a proposal for an 
ethnic studies program that would include black, Latino and Asian 
American curricula to be developed along similar anti-imperialist lines. 
The TWLF and the predominantly white Students for a Democratic 
Society forged a strategic alliance to demand special admission of four 
hundred freshmen of color, the creation of nine minority faculty posi- 
tions, and the elimination of ROTC (the Reserve Officers’ Training 
Corps) training on campus. That spring brought sit-ins, confrontations 
with police, and some minor victories, including the firing of the col- 
lege president, Smith’s predecessor.” 

The student movement at SF State looked to the Black Panther Party 
for leadership. The BSU office featured the “Free Huey!” poster and 
framed pictures of Kathleen Cleaver and Stokely Carmichael.!° By the 
time George Murray returned from Cuba, the Black Panther Party 
was helping organize black student unions throughout the state and 
nationally to advance black university admissions and curricula. With 
the help of Virtual Murrell, who had worked with Bobby Seale and 
Huey Newton in their days at the Soul Students Advisory Committee 
at Merritt College, the Black Panther Party organized a Black Student 
Union Statewide Convention for October 26, 1968, to discuss the 
national organization of black students. The promotional materials for 
the conference emphasized point 5 of the Black Panther Party program: 
“We want education for our people that exposes the true nature of this 
decadent American society. We want education that teaches us our true 
history and our role in the present day society.” The keynote speak- 
ers were Bobby Seale, Eldridge Cleaver, David Hilliard, and George 
Murray.!! Out of the convention, the black student unions formed a 
statewide union and began to organize on the national level. They also 
adopted a ten-point program and platform that imitated the Ten Point 
Program and Platform of the Black Panther Party.!* 

Two days before the statewide convention, Murray spoke to an audi- 
ence of two thousand at Fresno State College to promote anti-imperialist 
black student unions. He argued that black students’ struggle was part of 
the global struggle against imperialism and compared it to the American 
Revolution. Murray blasted the trustees for trying to have him fired 
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because of some so-called anti-American remarks that I was supposed to 
have made in Cuba, remarks like this: Every time an American mercenary 
is shot, that’s one less cat that’s going to be killing us in the United States. 
That’s the truth. That’s a fact. Dig this: in Detroit and in Newark (we can 
not deny it) the rorst airborne division and the 82nd airborne division of 
the infantry, soldiers from Viet Nam, were sent into the black community. 
Their ranks had been partially depleted by the victorious fighters of the 
National Liberation Front. So that when they came into the black commu- 
nity (it’s sad to say because a lot of those soldiers were brothers) their ranks 
had been depleted because they were criminals fighting against another 
people of color.!3 


On October 28, 1968, the one-year anniversary of Huey Newton’s 
incarceration, Donald Cox, field marshal of the Black Panther Party, 
and a contingent of five other Panthers visited San Francisco State. 
Murray called a BSU rally. Making circular motions in the air with his 
finger, he said, “I think we should have a demonstration for Huey today. 
He’d lay down his life for the people, and we should honor him.” '* 
As word spread, more than one hundred black students gathered on 
campus outside the BSU office. The crowd joined a call and response 
in support of Huey: “Black Is Beautiful” “Free Huey!” “Set our war- 
rior free!” “Free Huey!” The black students marched around campus. 
By the time they arrived at the cafeteria, the group was two hundred 
strong. Ben Stewart, chair of the Black Student Union, directed as BSU 
members cleared off four tables and pulled them together to create a 
platform for speakers. 

Next George Murray called a student strike for November 6. He 
also spoke to the students about the need for black studies in revolu- 
tionary terms: 


Whether you Negroes recognize it or not, there is a revolution going on. 
There are people using guns to defend their communities. Your lunches are 
not only going to be disrupted, your whole lives are going to be disrupted, 
from today on... . Listen, you Motherfucker Smith [president of the uni- 
versity], we know your're lying.... The Black Studies Department is no 
department at all. There are four and one-half million black and brown 
people in California and they all pay taxes to pay for the racist departments 
here, but none of their taxes go to black and brown people. There are no 
full-time jobs for the brothers and sisters on the faculty here. The crackers 
still say they have the right to say how many black and brown people will 
come into this school and how many will not. There are four and one-half 
million black and brown people in California, so there should be five thou- 
sand black and brown people at this school.!° 
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On the heels of the conflicts in Chicago, with the November elections 
right around the corner, Murray’s anti-imperialist activities became 
the target of establishment politicians. Apparently attempting to outdo 
the right, San Francisco’s Mayor Joseph Alioto, a Democrat, launched 
an investigation to see if criminal charges could be filed against Mur- 
ray for encouraging students to bring guns to San Francisco State. On 
October 31, Chancellor Glenn Dumke, head of the Board of Trustees 
of the California State Colleges, ordered President Smith to suspend 
Murray, which he did that weekend. 

Murray’s dismissal added fuel to the fire. Uniting behind the revolu- 
tionary anti-imperialist perspective championed by the Black Panther 
Party, Murray attracted and consolidated support not only from rad- 
ical black students but also from radical Latino, Asian American, 
and white students. Because of the political establishment’s failure to 
address the draft, the war, and persistent racial inequality, the Panthers 
also received extensive support from faculty members, less radical stu- 
dents, antiwar liberals, and critically, moderate black leaders seeking 
expanded black educational access and curricula that encompassed 
black experiences and perspectives. 

Building upon earlier demands for black and ethnic studies, the 
Third World Liberation Front issued a set of demands in the name 
of educational self-determination for Third World people. The list 
included not only the retention of George Murray and a full professor- 
ship for Dr. Hare, but creation of a full-fledged black studies depart- 
ment and school of ethnic studies with fifty faculty positions; control 
over the hiring, retention, and curricula for the departments; power to 
determine the administration of financial aid; and increased enrollment 
of students of color. Seeing racial oppression as an issue of internal 
colonialism distinct from the class exploitation experienced by poor 
whites, the TWLF also set up guidelines for white students’ participa- 
tion, casting them in a supportive rather than leadership role and creat- 
ing a communications committee to coordinate white strike support.! 

On Election Day, November 5, 1968, the night before the strike was 
set to begin, Stokely Carmichael, prime minister of the Black Panther 
Party, addressed more than seven hundred students and community 
members at a meeting called exclusively for nonwhites: “We must go 
now for the real control. . . . We want the right to hire and to fire teach- 
ers. We want the right to control... courses at San Francisco State, 
and once we get that then George Murray becomes irrelevant. Because 
George Murray is under our control, and Mayor Alioto has nothing to 
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say about it. But if we fight over George Murray, even if we win next 
week, then they’ll pick somebody else.” !” 

The student strike at SF State and most of the critical campus rebel- 
lions that followed linked Black Power with a cross-race anti-impe- 
rialist perspective, often explicitly linking the fight for Black Power 
on campus to the Vietnam War and global anti-imperialism. Losing 
faith in the ability or commitment of the Democratic Party and the 
American system to address their needs, many young Americans of 
every race and class turned to the revolutionary anti-imperialist poli- 
tics championed by the Black Panther Party. Student activists increas- 
ingly saw their struggle as larger than a fight about student enrollment 
or curricula. They defined the issue as one of global revolution against 
empire. 

Barbara Williams, a black student at SF State, wrote about this idea 
of a shared Third World commitment to self-determination: “We are 
conscious of our blackness, brownness, redness, yellowness and are 
moving with that knowledge back into our communities. We intend to 
reveal to the world our own place in this world’s history and to mark 
our place in space and time. For us, it is no ‘privilege’ to be a product 
of your racist universities and colleges from which emerge black men 
with white minds. We don’t intend to reflect your destructive apathy 
and noninvolvement and inhumanity.” !8 

George Murray further articulated this idea in an opinion piece he 
wrote for Rolling Stone magazine, where he talked about the strug- 
gle at San Francisco State in revolutionary anti-imperialist and Third 
World terms: 


To say you’re Black and you’re proud, and still go to Vietnam to fight our 
Vietnamese brothers or to go and entertain soldiers who are exterminating 
the Vietnamese people is a crime against all of us descendants of slaves in 
the U.S. It is reactionary and insane, and counter-revolutionary. ... When 
we talk about becoming free, we have to talk about power, getting all the 
goods, services, and land, and returning them equally to the oppressed and 
enslaved Mexicans, Blacks, Indians, Puerto Ricans, and poor whites in the 
U.S. and to the rest of the oppressed and hungry people in the world... . 
A revolution will smash, shatter and destroy the oppressor and his oppres- 
sive system, return all the power, the milk, eggs, butter, and the guns to 
the people... . Listen to this: freedom is a state not limited to a particular 
culture, race or people, and therefore, the principles upon which a strug- 
gle for human rights is based must be all inclusive, must apply equally for 
all people. Freedom, equality is not relative. For example, the struggle at 
San Francisco State is based upon three principles: 1) a fight to the death 
against racism; 2) the right of all people to determine their economic, politi- 
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cal, social and educational destines; and 3) the right for the people to seize 
power, to carry out all their goals, and to answer all their needs. In short— 
All Power to the People. These are principles that all human beings can 
fight for, and the fight is being waged by Black, Brown, Red, and Yellow 
students, and workers, as well as progressive whites.!” 


Seeing themselves as engaged in a revolutionary war, the students 
increasingly turned to radically disruptive tactics. In the rally the night 
before the student strike, Benny Stewart, chairman of the BSU, told the 
audience that individual actions, seemingly small, would have great 
impact if applied persistently: 


From our analysis... we think we have developed a technique... for a 
prolonged struggle. We call it the war of the flea. What does the flea do? 
He bites, he slowly sucks blood from the dog. What happens when there 
are enough fleas on a dog? What will he do? He moves. He moves away. 
He moves on... . That’s the philosophy we’ve got to get into. We’ve got to 
wear them down.... We are the majority and the pigs cannot be every- 
where, everyplace all the time. And where they are not, we are... . Toilets 
are stopped up. Pipes are out. Water in the bathroom is just runnin’ all over 
the place. Smoke is coming out of the bathroom. Trash cans are on fire. 
People are running in and out of the classrooms, letting the students know 
that school is out for the day. “I dopt know nothin’ about it. Pm on my way 
to take an exam. Don’t look at me. . . .” When the pigs come runnin’ on the 
campus, ain’t nothin’ happening. Everyone has split, so the pig don’t have 
no heads to bust. When they split, it goes on and on and on... . We should 
fight the racist administration on our own grounds, you see; not theirs.*° 


THE WAR OF THE FLEA 


While few students participated directly in the “war of the flea,” those 
who did were highly disruptive and hard to repress because they enjoyed 
wide support for their demands among students, faculty, and important 
segments of the broader community, especially the black community 
and those disheartened by Nixon’s election as president. Beginning the 
day after the election and continuing for five months, the San Francisco 
State strike made the college ungovernable. 

During the first week of the strike, small groups of Latino, Asian 
American, and White students picketed on campus while members of 
the Black Student Union engaged in more disruptive tactics. BSU activ- 
ists interrupted classes and asked teachers why they were not hon- 
oring the strike. They repeatedly stopped up campus toilets and left 
water running in bathroom sinks so that it overflowed into hallways. 
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A group of students targeted various administrative offices by cutting 
typewriter cords. The protestors set small fires in trashcans throughout 
campus. As excitement about the strike mounted, it became impossible 
for the college to conduct regular classes or activities, and by the end of 
the week, class attendance was down 50 percent.?! 

Students returned to school from a long weekend on November 12 
to find the campus occupied by hundreds of San Francisco police offi- 
cers in full riot gear, including a paramilitary tactical (tac) squad, while 
a police helicopter circled overhead. Subject to such close police scru- 
tiny, the strikers transitioned away from destructive tactics and focused 
on strengthening the picket line. Roving groups of student activists 
became “educational teams,” which calmly visited classes and con- 
ducted teach-ins, appealing to others to join them. Affronted first by 
the firing of George Murray and now the heavy police presence on 
campus, the faculty called an emergency meeting, and by the end of the 
day it had passed a motion calling for Chancellor Dumke’s resignation. 

The next day, many faculty members joined the picket line. George 
Murray told the press that the strike represented a historic moment, 
marking “the first time in the country that barriers have been dissolved 
between black, brown, yellow, and red people.” Without warning, 
the paramilitary tac squad formed two columns and pushed into the 
picket line, beating and arresting several targeted members of the Black 
Student Union and the Third World Liberation Front. News spread 
across campus, and soon the student picket line grew from two hun- 
dred to about two thousand people. Tension escalated between the stu- 
dents and the tac squad, with students chanting “Pigs Off Campus!” 
and throwing rocks and bottles. The tac squad responded by repeat- 
edly charging the crowd and indiscriminately beating students. As one 
officer pulled out his gun and began threatening to shoot students, fac- 
ulty members intervened, stepping between the students and police. 
Eventually, the police left campus and President Smith, noting that the 
police presence “has moved us along farther and farther toward physi- 
cal confrontation and injury,” closed the campus, indicating that he 
would not reopen it until “reasonable stability” could be achieved. 

While the liberal faculty largely supported President Smith’s deci- 
sion, conservative state politicians wanted to impose “Law and Order.” 
Governor Ronald Reagan declared, “For a school administration to 
deliberately abandon the leadership invested in it by the people of this 
State... is an unprecedented act of irresponsibility. It is clear that 
the administration, in its obvious quest for what was considered an 
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easy way out, ignored other options which were available to assure 
the orderly continuation of the educational process.” A reporter asked 
what options were available, and Reagan responded, “If it’s necessary 
we'll call out the National Guard, and if that’s not sufficient, call in the 
federal troops.”?? 

When Smith refused to immediately reopen the campus, the board of 
trustees held an emergency meeting Monday November 18 and voted 
to give Smith until that Wednesday to reopen the campus. The fac- 
ulty voted to hold a three-day convocation where students and fac- 
ulty could talk rationally about the issues and asked Smith to cancel 
classes. Smith attempted to compromise by opening classes but allow- 
ing those who wanted to attend the convocation to do that instead. 
For three days, almost no classes took place, and the auditorium where 
the convocation was held filled to overcapacity. Several members of 
the Black Student Union spoke about their objectives. Leroy Goodwin 
said that the struggle was an all-or-nothing battle. “The issues are not 
complex. The objective is seizure of power. Until we seize power, not 
visible power where a black man looks like he’s running things—but 
real, actual power; everything else is bullshit. . .. Peace and order are 
bullshit; they are meaningless without justice.” Nesbit Crutchfield said, 
“It is very important to realize that we are involved in a revolution. The 
revolution is the attempt of black people and Third World people to 
reject the old reality of going to an educational institution which denies 
them their own humanity as people.” ?3 

The students realized that Smith did not have the power to grant 
their demands for the creation of black and ethnic studies departments. 
The next morning, Crutchfield demanded an answer: “All I want to 
ask... is will classes be closed—yes or no?” When Smith refused to 
cancel classes, the students marched out of the convocation chanting 
“On Strike! Shut it down!” re-igniting the disruptive student strike. 
Police resumed their confrontations, beating and arresting students. 
One officer pulled a gun on protesting students and fired two shots 
over their heads. Smith canceled classes for the following day, Friday 
November 22, but confrontations between students and police contin- 
ued. The following Monday, Governor Reagan held a press conference 
condemning Smith, and State Superintendent Max Rafferty declared, 
“If I were President of San Francisco State, there would be a lot less 
students, a lot less faculty, and a lot more Law and Order!” By noon 
Tuesday, under pressure from the Trustees, Smith had resigned.*4 
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COMMUNITY SUPPORT AND THE LIMITS OF DIRECT REPRESSION 


Emboldened by Nixon’s victory, conservative California politicians 
called for “Law and Order” and forceful repression of dissent at San 
Francisco State. They found their ideal administrator in S.I. Haya- 
kawa, a linguist and English professor of Japanese descent. Hayakawa 
was good at framing the issues and was eager to use any authoritarian 
measures at his disposal to subdue dissent. 

Appointed interim president of San Francisco State on November 
26, Hayakawa declared a state of emergency and said he would imme- 
diately suspend any faculty member who did not conduct class and 
any student who disrupted campus operations. He portrayed him- 
self as the champion of racial equality while discrediting the students 
who had made racial equality an issue on campus, and he argued that 
most students did not support the strike. He distributed blue arm- 
bands to the “silent majority” and launched a campaign calling for 
“Racial Equality, Social Justice, Non-Violence, and the Resumption 
of Education.” When the Third World Liberation Front continued to 
picket, Hayakawa promptly suspended student leaders and sent police 
to break up the picket lines. 

Moderate black leaders were upset by this response. They supported 
the students demands for increased minority enrollment, the devel- 
opment of black history curricula, and the creation of a black studies 
department. In September, black assemblyman Willie Brown had told 
the college administration, “If the black students on this campus are 
asking for something, they [s]hould get it. Period! Because our society 
is blowing up because black people have not gotten anything. And to sit 
here and go through these ponderous procedures really begs the ques- 
tion and asks for a confrontation.” 25 

As repression of the students increased, black community leaders 
joined the student strike. On December 3, later called “Bloody Tuesday,” 
the TWLF called a rally, assembling twenty-five hundred students and 
faculty and community members. Among the speakers expressing sup- 
port for student demands were Dr. Carleton Goodlett, editor of the Sun 
Reporter, a black San Francisco newspaper; Willie Brown; Berkeley 
City Council member Ron Dellums; the Reverend Cecil Williams; and 
Hannibal Williams of the Western Addition Community organiza- 
tion. As the crowd marched toward the administration building, the 
paramilitary tac squad, armed with special four-foot-long clubs, sur- 
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rounded the protestors and began beating them: community members, 
faculty, photographers, medics, campus staff, as well as students. The 
students fought back for an hour. By the end of the episode, countless 
protestors had injuries, and the police had arrested thirty-two people. 

Hayakawa’s repressive tactics backfired and galvanized black com- 
munity support. The following morning, Hayakawa met with a group 
of more than two hundred black community leaders at the office of the 
Sun Reporter and tried to win their support; he failed in his appeal. 
Dr. Goodlett said the community would not allow black students to be 
isolated. Hayakawa retorted, “Those who call themselves representa- 
tives of the black community are in my opinion adding to the problem 
with their presence on the campus. If black leaders come on tomor- 
row and cause trouble they will be treated like anyone else who causes 
trouble.” 26 

That afternoon, with widespread black support, more than six thou- 
sand people assembled to support the student demands. The National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the Congress of 
Racial Equality, the black press, and several churches joined the Black 
Panther Party in supporting the student strike. They also adopted ele- 
ments of the Panthers’ rhetoric. Dr. Goodlett said that, if necessary, 
they would take up guns in self-defense to “protect our young people 
from the violence of the police.” The students also received support 
from the San Francisco Central Labor Council.?7 

Hayakawa remained undeterred. He positioned police on rooftops 
to monitor every action on campus, and a police helicopter circled over- 
head. He addressed the picketers through the public address system: 
“Attention everybody! This is an order to disperse. ... There are no 
innocent bystanders. ... If you are found on campus in the next few 
minutes you can no longer be considered an innocent bystander.”28 The 
protestors dispersed but promised to return. 

On December 5, the conflict escalated again, with police officers 
drawing their guns on students and community members as the pick- 
eters entered the administration building. In an effort to diffuse the 
situation, Dr. Goodlett surrendered outside, allowing himself to be 
arrested. After several dozen arrests and numerous injuries, the con- 
flict subsided. Again on December 6, more than four thousand strike 
supporters assembled. Because of widespread support for the student 
demands, direct repression was clearly failing to subdue dissent. Haya- 
kawa changed his approach and offered the black students conces- 
sions to many of their demands, but he refused to address any of the 
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demands of the other, nonblack Third World students. Thus, in the 
name of Third World solidarity, the BSU rejected Hayakawa’s offer 
outright. “He’s offering us tidbits. He’s trying to divide us,” Nesbit 
Crutchfield said.?? 

Support for the student strike continued to grow. The American 
Federation of Teachers Local 1352, which represented SF State faculty, 
mobilized support for the TWLF. The newly formed Officers for Jus- 
tice, a caucus of black San Francisco policemen, also came out in favor 
of the students, speaking publicly at TWLF rallies and endorsing the 
student demands. 

Momentum built for a massive show of solidarity on December 16, 
which students dubbed Third World Community Day, expecting bus- 
loads of support from Latino, Filipino, Chinese, Japanese, and Native 
American as well as black residents of San Francisco. December 16 was 
also the strike deadline for Local 1352. To thwart such a gathering, 
Hayakawa closed campus early for the holidays. 

On January 5, 1969, Governor Reagan told reporters that San Fran- 
cisco State would reopen the following day and would remain open 
“at the point of a bayonet if necessary.”3° Hayakawa banned all public 
assembly and banned “all unauthorized persons” from entering cam- 
pus. Faculty members in Local 1352 voted to hold a simultaneous strike 
of their own to put forth their contractual demands, and they received 
support from members of several unions, including the Painters Union; 
the International Longshore and Warehouse Union; the American Fed- 
eration of State, County and Municipal Employees; the Social Work- 
ers Union, the Teamsters; and other American Federation of Teachers 
locals throughout the Bay Area. 

When campus reopened on January 6, more than three thousand 
people joined a massive picket line that surrounded the campus. Fewer 
than one in five classes were held. Reagan and Hayakawa denounced the 
protestors and obtained an injunction against the American Federation 
of Teachers to prohibit picketing. But the faculty defied the injunction, 
and the statewide California Federation of Teachers declared that all 
California State College campuses would be shut down if even one 
striking faculty member was punished. With labor solidarity, the strike 
became comprehensive, as Teamsters refused to make deliveries to cam- 
pus and custodial workers refused to pick up trash. The Third World 
Liberation Front even signed a mutual-aid pact with striking oil refin- 
ery workers in nearby Richmond and Martinez. The students continued 
to use occasional disruptive tactics such as “book-ins” at the library, 
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during which a group of students would check out as many books as 
they could, then return them all, backing up the system and shutting 
down library circulation. But the combined student-faculty picket with 
broad support from both the black community and organized labor 
was extremely effective at shutting down campus, so the TWLF mostly 
supported the picketing at the perimeter of the university. 

The standoff lasted for several weeks, with largely peaceful pickets 
effectively closing the campus. Then, on January 23, the TWLF called 
a massive on-campus rally, the first since early December. More than 
1,000 students, faculty, and community members participated. The 
police responded with military precision. As the protestors chanted “All 
Power to the People!” the police drove a wedge through the crowd, split- 
ting it in two; they surrounded one large group and proceeded to arrest 
every person in it, one by one. In all, 435 people were arrested, the larg- 
est mass arrest to date in San Francisco’s history. The administration 
canceled final exams (which had been scheduled for later that month) 
and offered students a credit/no credit option for the fall semester. 


THE END OF THE SAN FRANCISCO STATE STRIKE 


Unable to end the strike through mass repression, Hayakawa turned 
to a more sophisticated approach that combined targeted repression 
with concessions designed to undermine the broad public support. He 
established a disciplinary panel to suspend and expel students involved 
in Third World Liberation Front activities and appointed his fac- 
ulty allies to run it. Knowing that most of the TWLF students had 
to work on campus to fund their studies, he banned students who 
had been arrested from working on campus. He shut down the Equal 
Opportunity Program that facilitated such work-study arrangements 
for all students of color. He also shut down the student newspaper, the 
Daily Gater, and Open Process, another student publication that had 
supported the strike. He seized $400,000 in student funds controlled 
by the student government, which was friendly to the strike.*! 
Hayakawa and his allies spared no expense in making life difficult 
for the dissenting students. Conservative state assemblyman Donald 
Mulford held a special meeting with superior court judges to inform 
them that if they were lenient with student demonstrators, they would 
face “heavily financed opposition” when they ran for reelection. Instead 
of holding joint trials for arrested students as is customary in cases of 
civil disobedience, in the “S.F. State Trials,” each student was tried 
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individually leading to more than nine hundred civil jury cases. The tri- 
als lasted nearly a year, backlogging the entire civil court system. This 
approach cost the government a lot of money, but it also made it very 
difficult for the activists to mount effective defenses, tying up the move- 
ment’s resources and serving as a significant deterrent to further action. 

Prominent and effective student leaders were targeted for the heavi- 
est repression. No one knows exactly what happened to George Murray 
in jail. But as TWLF leader Roger Alvarado reflected, “Once they got 
him in jail, Pm sure they really put the screw to him... I mean cause 
what was happening with the Panther Party at that time. . . . They were 
just out and out getting murdered.” 32? As part of Murray’s sentence, he 
was ordered to resign from the Black Panther Party and to refrain from 
ever appearing or enrolling in an educational institution again without 
explicit permission from the court. With his mother, wife, and new- 
born child with him in court, Murray agreed, and he dropped com- 
pletely out of politics. 

As more targeted repression of student leaders began to take its toll, 
Hayakawa offered concessions to the American Federation of Teachers, 
such as a reduced class load, and threatened to fire any faculty members 
who failed to return to work. By March 5, the American Federation of 
Teachers strike was over, and faculty members were back in their class- 
rooms teaching. 

On March 20, Hayakawa announced plans to establish the School 
of Ethnic Studies, which would contain a Department of Black Studies, 
a Department of Asian American Studies, and a Department of La 
Raza Studies. He also committed to taking measures to significantly 
increase minority student enrollment. Though Hayakawa’s offer did 
not meet the protestors’ demands for student participation in the hir- 
ing and firing of new faculty for the School of Ethnic Studies faculty 
or in setting the school’s curricula, and it did not provide redress of 
Hayakawa’s repression of George Murray and firing of Nathan Hare, 
the TWLF agreed, and the San Francisco State strike was over. 


PROLIFERATION 


As the San Francisco State strike developed, the student struggle spread 
across California and the country. “The spin-off from San Francisco 
State,” predicted Ron Dellums, the black city council member from 
Berkeley, “will have implications for high schools, junior colleges, junior 
high schools, elementary schools as well as other colleges throughout 
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the state and outside the state.”?3 And he was right. From the exam- 
ple set at San Francisco State, black students and their allies learned 
that they could advance their demands for increased enrollment, eth- 
nic studies curricula, and educational “self-determination” by forming 
broad anti-imperialist alliances and disrupting university functions.*4 
They could expect harsh repression but also the widespread support 
necessary to endure it. 

In early January 1969, SF State’s Black Student Union and Third 
World Liberation Front convened a weeklong meeting attended by stu- 
dent representatives from more than thirty California colleges and 
high schools. They called this January 6-13 meeting a “National Week 
of Solidarity,” during which they prepared a statement appealing for 
national action that read in part, 


The Third World Liberation Front and the Black Student Union demands 
stress our human rights to self-determination according to the needs of our 
community and not the military-industrial complex that controls the edu- 
cation of this nation. No longer must we or you put up with the psycho- 
logical genocide that is called education. We must stop them from mak- 
ing us into “sophisticated slaves” with highly developed skills. We must 
attack from all levels those institutions and persons that have kept us fight- 
ing with each other and forgetting the real enemy. We must come back to 
our “grass roots” understanding that we are all brothers and sisters and 
extensions of our communities. We realize that the racist power structure 
has united to crush the strike at San Francisco State hoping to make it an 
exemplary defeat for Third World people as it has sought to repel the tide of 
Vietnamese self-determination. AN ATTACK ON ONE CAMPUS IS AN 
ATTACK AGAINST ALL CAMPUSES!’ 


As the conflict at San Francisco State grew and word spread, stu- 
dents at other schools launched their own struggles. Black students 
at Balboa High School and Polytechnic High School in San Francisco 
organized a walkout, demanding the creation of classes in black history 
and culture. More than one thousand black students marched on the 
San Francisco Board of Education demanding the “right to determine 
our educational destiny.” Black and Latino students at Mission High in 
San Francisco formed an alliance and went on strike with the support 
of parents and community activists. The city sent in the police tactical 
squad, and the conflict escalated as students were beaten and nearly 
three hundred were arrested. In the broader San Francisco Bay Area, 
black and Third World students launched student strikes and protests 
at the City College of San Francisco, Laney College in Oakland, Chabot 
College in Fremont, and California State College at Hayward demand- 
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ing “educational self-determination.” At the College of San Mateo, 
when students called a strike with demands similar to those at San 
Francisco State, the conflict escalated and the president of the college 
declared martial law, surrounding the school with armed police and 
limiting campus access to those with valid student IDs whose names 
did not appear on a “subversives” list. At UC Berkeley, the campus 
chapter of the Third World Liberation Front called for the creation of a 
Third World College and released a statement of demands: “The peo- 
ple must be given an effective voice in the educational apparatus which 
either prepares or fails to prepare their children for life as it actually 
is. WE MUST HAVE SELF DETERMINATION!! We can no longer 
afford to have our tax dollars used to finance private, privileged sanc- 
tuary for a group of backward, unrealistic colonialists while our needs 
go unmet. We must have change and change will come by any means 
the colonialists make necessary.” Like those at San Francisco State, the 
Berkeley strikers successfully forced their concerns onto the statewide 
agenda. Governor Reagan declared an “extreme state of emergency,” 
dropped tear gas on students from helicopters, and sent in the National 
Guard armed with bayonets.3¢ 

As word spread, so did mobilization by black and other Third World 
students. Throughout the spring of 1969, demands for increased black 
and Third World enrollment and curricula ripped through campuses 
across the country. About a third of all student protests that tumultuous 
year aimed to increase black studies curricula.*”7 Many of the protests 
followed roughly the trajectory of those at San Francisco State: disrup- 
tive protests by a relatively radical minority could not be easily repressed 
because their demands spoke to the interests of a much broader constit- 
uency, including other marginalized students, black groups across the 
political spectrum, and liberals alienated by Law and Order politics. 
When college administrations attempted to repress the dissidents, pub- 
lic support for the student activists became overwhelming. 

At the University of Wisconsin, Madison, which had only five hun- 
dred black students in its student body of thirty-two thousand, sev- 
eral hundred black and white radicals rallied on February 8 to call for 
a boycott of classes until the administration created a black studies 
department. A small-scale picket persisted until the mayor of Madison 
called in the National Guard to repress it. By noon, the picket had 
ballooned to two thousand students; conflicts with the Guard intensi- 
fied, and the guardsmen used tear gas to disperse the students. By that 
evening, more than ten thousand students had joined the protest, and 
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the crowd marched on the capitol, carrying lit torches, precipitating a 
major social crisis.*8 

Black students at Cornell University took over a campus building in 
April to demand the creation of a black college and to decry recent inci- 
dents of racism on campus. The conflict over redress of black concerns 
almost became an armed battle as students marched in front of news 
media bearing seventeen rifles and shotguns and bandoliers of bullets, 
refusing to back down until their demands were met.*” 

On May 21, protests by black students in Greensboro, North Caro- 
lina, developed into open warfare. The conflict started when a student 
with a Black Power platform was excluded from a ballot for student 
body president at the all-black Dudley High School. Police arrested 
student protestors, and students began throwing rocks and breaking 
windows. The conflict escalated. The mayor called a curfew. Angry 
black students took over several buildings and held them for two days 
at the historically black North Carolina Agricultural and Technical 
State University in Greensboro. The National Guard was called in with 
tanks and sharpshooters. The black students resisted and engaged in an 
extended shoot-out with police and the National Guard. At least five 
policemen were shot, and many students were injured. More than two 
hundred students were arrested, and sophomore honors student Willie 
B. Grimes was killed.*° 

All told, in the spring of 1969, major protests disrupted nearly three 
hundred colleges across the country. One-quarter involved strikes or 
building takeovers. One-quarter involved disruptions of classes or other 
school functions. About 20 percent of the protests involved bombs, fires, 
or destruction of property. At least eighty-four incidents of bombing or 
arson were reported on campuses that spring; the American Insurance 
Association estimated that these protests incurred at least $8,946,972 
in property damage alone.*! 

In instigating the San Francisco State strike, the Black Panther Party 
forged broad alliances with community leaders, faculty, labor, and a 
multiracial coalition of radical students that would have been impos- 
sible to mobilize within the confines of a narrower black nationalism. 
While most faculty members did not agree with the political vision of the 
Panthers, as right-wing California politicians attempted to prevent the 
Panthers from organizing on campus, many of them believed that aca- 
demic freedom had been undermined. Latino and Asian American stu- 
dents, opposed to the educational marginalization of their own commu- 
nities, integrated their political agendas into an anti-imperialist “Third 
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World” alliance. Anti-imperialist white students mobilized in solidar- 
ity. And despite their political differences, black political, church, and 
civic leaders saw harsh repression of promising young black activists on 
campus as a threat to their own interests. In 1969 and 1970, the Black 
Panthers’ resilient anti-imperialist politics propelled their Party into the 
center of an ever-widening resistance. 


13 


Vanguard of the New Left 


Yolanda Lopez and Donna Amador, activists from the San Francisco 
State strike, were at the Free Huey rally on May 1, 1969, along with 
Ralph Ruiz when, as Amador recalls, “I was standing in the back of 
the crowd near a police motorcycle when I heard from a crackling 
radio that a police officer had just been shot in San Francisco’s Mission 
District (my home). An all-points bulletin went out for a number of 
Latin men, and, coincidentally, one of the suspects [Ralph Ruiz] was 
standing right beside me! My priorities changed instantly. Education 
was important for the brothers and sisters, but the fight for freedom 
from the oppression and injustice of the real world suddenly took me 
away from SFSU [San Francisco State University].”! 

Earlier that day, San Francisco police officers Joe Brodnik and Paul 
McGoran, both undercover, approached a group of young Latinos mov- 
ing a television from their car into an apartment. Officer McGoran, 
who had been drinking that morning, called the youths “wetbacks” 
and a number of insults were exchanged. A fight broke out, and by 
the end, Brodnik had been killed with McGoran’s gun. Despite evi- 
dence that four of the seven young Latino activists charged with the 
shooting were elsewhere at the time and with no clear argument about 
who had actually shot Brodnik, the prosecution charged all seven with 
first-degree murder and called for their execution. In response, San 
Francisco police raided more than 150 homes in the Mission District, 
claiming they were searching for the seven young men they said had 
shot Brodnik. The Black Panther asked rhetorically, “Was that pig 
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Brodnik shot by the many thousands of Brown people who live in San 
Francisco’s Mission District?” 

The seven Latinos charged—Tony and Mario Martinez, Nelson 
Rodriquez, Jose Rios, George “Gio” Lopez, Gary Lescallet, and Danilo 
“Bebe” Melendez—were active in student efforts to force the adminis- 
tration to institute Third World curricula and enrollment at the College 
of San Mateo. They came to be known as Los Siete de la Raza (roughly, 
the seven Latinos). Many young Latinas and Latinos in San Francis- 
co’s Mission District had initially become politically active through 
the Mission Rebels, a federally funded program for low-income youth. 
Both the San Francisco State strike and conflicts with police had radi- 
calized many young activists in the Mission District. When Los Siete 
were accused of murder, the charge gave young Mission District activ- 
ists a focal point for their political energies. 

Having gotten to know the Black Panthers during the SF State strike, 
Los Siete supporters Roger Alvarado and Donna Amador approached 
Bobby Seale for help, and the Panthers immediately came to their assis- 
tance. The Panthers offered Los Siete supporters publication assistance, 
shared the stage at rallies, introduced them to their lawyer Charles 
Garry, committed $25,000 to their legal defense, and mentioned Los 
Siete when they were interviewed on the evening news. 

On June 28, 1969, the Black Panther headline was “Free the Latino 
Seven,” and the newspaper featured a full-page cover graphic of Mexi- 
can revolutionary Emiliano Zapata and six photos of members of Los 
Siete de la Raza. The paper featured stories explaining the case and 
calling on readers to donate to the cause of Los Siete de la Raza, includ- 
ing one article that equated their struggle to the Panthers’ own: “The 
Black Panther Party sees that these brothers are political prisoners the 
same as Huey P. Newton.” Newton wrote a personal statement in sup- 
port of Los Siete from prison, calling on Panthers to support them.3 

Los Siete crafted a seven-point anti-imperialist program, “What We 
Want and What We Believe,” that they modeled after the Panther’s Ten 
Point Program: 


1. We want self determination for all people of La Raza. 

2. We support all revolutionary movements at home, in Latin America, 
and throughout the world. 

3. We want an immediate end to police brutality and murder of La Raza 
people. 

4. We want an end to exploitation of women, male chauvinism, male 
supremacy. We want freedom for women. 
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5. We want freedom for all La Raza men and women of all ages held in 
federal state, county, city prison, and youth detention centers. 


6. We want all La Raza men to be exempt from military service. 


7. We demand a free society where the needs of the people come first: free 
health care, free education, full employment, and decent housing.* 


In August, the Black Panther Party provided pages in its newspaper for 
Los Siete de la Raza to launch its own news publication. Donna Amador 
was the editor, and Yolanda Lopez, after lessons from Emory Douglas, 
was in charge of layout. Three eight-page bilingual issues of Basta Ya! 
were published within the Black Panther newspaper, until Los Siete 
developed the capacity to publish independently in late September.° 


RED GUARD 


Another group that sought to emulate the Black Panthers was a Chinese- 
American group in San Francisco that grew out of Leway, a nonprofit 
organization serving low-income youths in Chinatown. After partici- 
pating in the Stop the Draft Week and the San Francisco State strike, 
many Leway members came to believe that the government was not 
truly interested in their problems, and they sought more radical redress. 

Alex Hing, Warren Mar, and others participated in Black Panther 
political education classes and helped recruit Chinese American youth 
to attend “Free Huey!” rallies. Soon, they left Leway and founded the 
Red Guard, named for Mao’s army in China. They saw themselves as 
part of a global revolutionary struggle for self-determination, in soli- 
darity with both the Chinese Revolution and the Black Panthers. The 
Red Guard emulated many of the Black Panthers’ activities, includ- 
ing establishing community service programs and organizing against 
police brutality. They adopted a ten-point program very similar to that 
of the Panthers but with notable exceptions. For example, their tenth 
point read, “We demand that the United States government recognize 
the People’s Republic of China. We believe that Mao Tse-Tung is the 
true leader of the Chinese people; not Chiang Kai Shek.” 6 


YOUNG LORDS 


In Chicago, as the Black Panthers developed a powerful presence in the 
black community, they pioneered strong alliances with nonblack anti- 
imperialist groups. One important ally of the Chicago Panthers was 
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the Puerto Rican Young Lords Organization. The Young Lords origi- 
nated in the 1950s as a Puerto Rican street gang in Chicago’s Lincoln 
Park neighborhood. Jose “Cha Cha” Jimenez joined in 1959 and rose 
through the ranks to become leader of the gang in 1964. Jimenez used 
his position to advance a social service mission in the Puerto Rican 
community. The Young Lords started to give food and clothing to poor 
families, formed a social club, and began organizing community pic- 
nics. Eventually, Jimenez became dissatisfied with the giveaways as a 
means to effect real change. According to Jimenez, “The Young Lords 
Organization turned political because they found out that just giving 
gifts wasn’t going to help their people, they had to deal with the sys- 
tem that was messing over them.” In 1968, Cha Cha Jimenez met Fred 
Hampton in jail. After a long discussion about the divisions between 
blacks and Puerto Ricans, Jimenez embraced the Black Panther Party 
as the revolutionary vanguard and sought to emulate the Black Panther 
model. “We see and we recognize the Black Panther Party as a van- 
guard party, a vanguard revolutionary party. And we feel that as revo- 
lutionaries, we should follow the vanguard,” Jimenez explained. When 
he got out of jail, he initiated a campaign to oppose Chicago’s “urban 
renewal” policies that displaced many Puerto Ricans from their homes 
and transformed the Young Lords into the Young Lords Organization.’ 

The Young Lords wore purple berets, asserted their right to armed 
self-defense, and developed a thirteen-point platform and program 
modeled after the Black Panthers’ program. The Young Lords were dif- 
ferent from other domestic “Third World” organizations in that Puerto 
Rico was (and is still) a territory of the United States, subject to U.S. 
rule without full political representation. Led mostly by Puerto Rican 
youth born in the mainland United States, the Young Lords sought to 
link the liberation struggle in Puerto Rico to the social conditions they 
experienced in their urban neighborhoods in the United States. Like the 
Black Panthers, they saw problems in their communities as the result of 
imperialism, capitalism, and racism.° 

On April 4, 1969, Chicago police killed the Young Lords’ minis- 
ter of defense, Manuel Ramos, and critically wounded the organiza- 
tion’s minister of education, Ralph Rivera, shooting him in the head. 
Less than twenty hours later, the Young Lords turned out more than 
three thousand people for a protest at the police station. Allegedly, the 
police had tried to turn the black gangs in the area against the Young 
Lords. But on May 14, the Young Lords took over the McCormick 
Theological Seminary and invited the black gangs to talk. The Black 
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Panthers announced their support for the Young Lords and formally 
declared solidarity with the group: “Regarding you, the Young Lords 
as our true revolutionary brothers, as our comrades, as our allies, the 
Black Panther Party is working jointly with you to see that aggression 
is thwarted and suppression is ended.” Jimenez talked about the class 
character of the struggle at the meeting and said, “We see the United 
States is our enemy. And we look out for allies, you know, we look at 
Cuba, we look at Mao, we look at all these other countries that have 
liberated themselves from the monsters.” ? 

Recalling their earlier food and clothing giveaways and inspired by 
the Black Panther model, the Young Lords organized community ser- 
vice programs to address the basic needs of community members and 
to draw them to their organization. They organized joint free clothes 
distributions with the Black Panthers, handing out free new and used 
clothes to hundreds of families. The Young Lords also initiated a free 
breakfast program for children that served Chicago’s Puerto Rican 
neighborhoods. *° 

In June 1969, the Chicago Black Panther Party announced the cre- 
ation of a “Rainbow Coalition” with the Young Lords and the Young 
Patriots, a group of poor revolutionary white youths led by William 
“Preacherman” Fesperman, a white seminary student who had moved 
to Chicago from Appalachia, wore Black Panther buttons, and dis- 
played the Confederate flag. Chicago’s Black Panther deputy chairman, 
Fred Hampton, announced, “We got blacks, browns, and whites. . . 
we've got a Rainbow Coalition!” The national Black Panther Party 
promoted Chicago’s revolutionary coalition as a national model, and 
speakers from the three groups were featured at events from Oakland 
to New York, such as a march on Fort Dix in New Jersey to protest 
alleged brutality against soldiers in the stockade there. Explaining the 
coalition, New York Black Panther leader Carlton Yearwood said that 
the groups shared a revolutionary commitment to class struggle across 
race. “We believe that racism comes out of a class struggle, it’s just part 
of the divide-and-conquer tactics of the Establishment and a product of 
capitalism. When we provide free breakfasts for poor kids, we provide 
them for poor whites and poor blacks.” !! 

As the Young Lords in Chicago emulated the Panthers, other Puerto 
Rican activists began to follow suit. On June 7, 1969, the Black Panther 
ran a story on the Young Lords in Chicago and the Rainbow Coalition. 
The article caught the eye of a group of Puerto Rican student activists 
in New York City who were looking for a way to address police vio- 
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lence, expand educational access for Puerto Ricans, transform edu- 
cational curricula, and advance Puerto Rican independence. Pablo 
“Yoruba” Guzman, as a student at Columbia University, and David 
Perez and Miguel “Mickey” Melendez, as students at Old Westbury 
College, had been involved in educational politics and social service 
programs. Guzman had participated in the Columbia protests. By 
1969, all three were moving toward revolutionary anti-imperialist poli- 
tics. The students already looked to the Black Panthers for inspiration. 
When they heard about the Young Lords in Chicago, they decided to 
follow their example. In the words of Guzman, “At first the only model 
we had to go on in this country was the Black Panther Party . . . [Then], 
in 1969 in the June 7 issue of the Black Panther newspaper there was an 
article about the Young Lords Organization in Chicago with Cha Cha 
Jimenez as their chairman. Cha Cha was talking about revolution and 
socialism and the liberation of Puerto Rico and the right to self-deter- 
mination and all this stuff that I ain’t never heard a spic say. I mean, 
I hadn’t never heard no Puerto Rican talk like this—just Black people 
were talking this way, you know. And I said, ‘Damn! Check this out.’ 
That’s what really got us started.” ? 

After reading the Panther article on the Young Lords in June, Guz- 
man, Melendez, and Perez traveled to Chicago to ask Jimenez if their 
organization could become a formal chapter of the Young Lords. 
Jimenez told them they should merge with Juan “Fi” Ortiz and a group 
of New York high school students that was trying to get a chapter 
going. They recruited Fi to the Central Committee, and the New York 
Young Lords was formed. They decorated their office with posters of 
the Black Panthers, Pedro Albizu Campos (leader of the Puerto Rican 
independence movement in the mid-twentieth century), Ho Chi Minh, 
and Che Guevara. 

In October 1969, the Young Lords changed their name to the Young 
Lords Party and began publishing a mimeographed packet called 
Palante, which grew to a full-fledged newspaper by May of 1970.4 
Like the Panthers, they saw a need to create a revolutionary culture 
that would allow Puerto Ricans to liberate themselves from mental 
slavery and stand up to oppression. “The chains that have been taken 
off slaves’ bodies are put back on their minds,” explained Young Lord 
David Perez. “To support its economic exploitation of Puerto Rico, the 
United States instituted a new educational system whose purpose was 
to Americanize us. Specifically, that means that the school’s principal 
job is to exalt the cultural values of the United States.... What all 
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this does is to create severe problems for our people. First it creates a 
colonized mentality—that means that the people have a strong feeling 
of inferiority, they have a strong feeling of not being as worthy as the 
Americans because the structure tells them that to become American is 
always a goal they have to attain.” 15 

The New York Young Lords used direct action tactics akin to those 
of organizer Saul Alinsky with an anti-imperialist edge to force con- 
frontation with the city government of New York, seeking to gain 
concessions for their community. Many people complained about the 
mountains of piled-up garbage in the neighborhood because of the 
city’s failure to clean the streets. In August 1969, the Young Lords 
went to the Department of Sanitation and requested the use of brooms 
to clean the streets. When the department staff refused their request, 
they took the brooms by force. They organized a community work day 
and swept the streets with the brooms they had “liberated.” Hundreds 
of neighbors joined them, piling up a five-foot-high mountain of trash 
blocking off the six lanes of Third Avenue. As Juan Gonzalez directed 
people away from the pile, Yoruba screamed “Burn the garbage!” and, 
to the cheers of the neighbors, the Young Lords doused the trash with 
gasoline and ignited the pile. As Yoruba explained to the New York 
Times, the Young Lords had organized the garbage-dumping demon- 
stration to show people in “El Barrio,” the Puerto Rican slums in East 
Harlem, that direct action was needed to force the city to meet commu- 
nity needs. Mayor John V. Lindsay, attempting to de-escalate the con- 
flict and win support in his upcoming re-election campaign, reassigned 
Sanitation Department personnel to clean up the pervasive garbage 
problems in the neighborhood and keep it clean. The victory brought a 
tremendous outpouring of community support for the Young Lords." 

In the fall of 1969, the Young Lords in New York approached the 
Reverend Humberto Carranza of the local First Spanish Methodist 
Church on 111th Street in East Harlem. The church was not used dur- 
ing the week, and the Young Lords asked if they could use the base- 
ment of the church to run their free breakfast program for neighbor- 
hood children. Carranza refused, so about twenty Young Lords went 
to Sunday service to ask the parishioners directly. During the testimo- 
nial period, Young Lord chairman Felipe Luciano made a plea to the 
thirty parishioners who were present for the Young Lords to be able to 
use the space. But Reverend Carranza had warned the police, who pro- 
ceeded to storm the front of the church and beat Luciano—breaking his 
arm and sending him to the hospital—and arrest all the Young Lords 


Vanguard of the NewLeft | 295 


present. Melendez called the left-leaning National Lawyers Guild for 
help, and a brilliant young Latino lawyer, Jerry Rivers, was sent to 
help secure the Young Lords’ release from jail. Rivers came to repre- 
sent the Young Lords in most of their cases. He soon changed his name 
to Geraldo Rivera and eventually became a popular talk show host.” 

The repression of the Young Lords brought them increased support 
from the community and for the following three months, Young Lords 
members regularly gave testimonials in Sunday services at the First 
Spanish Methodist Church, which were often attended by 80 parishio- 
ners and 150 Young Lords supporters. The Young Lords continued to 
ask permission to use the church space to conduct a “liberation school” 
and a day care center and to run a free breakfast program for chil- 
dren. But the Reverend Carranza continued to refuse their requests, 
and on December 28, after the Sunday service, the Young Lords and 
their Black Panther allies locked the doors of the church with chains 
and sealed them with six-inch railroad spikes. Yoruba told the press 
that the immediate plan was to feed hot breakfasts to fifty to seventy 
children at the church each morning and that the Young Lords would 
end the occupation if they were allowed to run the breakfast program. 
The Young Lords put up a sign proclaiming “La Iglesia de le Gente— 
People’s Church.” They served breakfasts of fruit juice, milk, and 
cookies in the mornings to seventy-five children and conducted classes 
on Latin American history for the community. The church takeover 
became a national story, and thousands visited the Young Lords to 
offer their support, including celebrities like Jane Fonda and Donald 
Sutherland. In the end, the National Council of Churches agreed to 
provide space in other churches in the neighborhood for the Young 
Lords’ programs.'® 

In early October 1970, Young Lord Julio Roldan was sitting on a 
stoop and drinking a beer with friends when police pulled up. Roldan 
was arrested for drinking in public, and the next morning, he was 
found hung in his cell. Believing that Roldan had been killed by author- 
ities, five thousand demonstrators carried his casket from the Gonzalez 
funeral home on Madison Avenue and marched to the First Spanish 
Methodist Church on 111th Street. Again, the Young Lords took over 
the church, but this time, they were armed, and they refused to move. 
Fearing a disaster, the mayor negotiated with the Young Lords and 
granted a seat on the Board of Corrections to Young Lord ally and for- 
mer light heavyweight boxing champion of the world José Torres. The 
mayor also granted amnesty for the church occupiers, given that no 


296 | Revolution Has Come! 


guns were found when they came out. The Young Lords agreed to the 
terms and then followed the example of the Algerian revolutionaries, 
sneaking their guns out in the bras of old women.” 

On the strength of these successes, the Young Lords Party continued 
to grow. A Philadelphia office opened in August 1970. Others opened 
in Puerto Rico; Newark, New Jersey; and Hayward, California. Most 
of the members of the Philadelphia chapter were young Puerto Ricans 
involved with a Catholic service agency that had turned toward rev- 
olutionary politics through engagement with the Socialist Workers 
Party and then turned toward the model of the Young Lords, adopt- 
ing their platform and achieved formal recognition as a chapter. The 
Philadelphia chapter focused on free breakfast for children and service 
programs for the community. When they began organizing for commu- 
nity control of the police, their offices were firebombed.?° 

Often working directly with the Black Panthers, the New York-based 
Young Lords created innovative campaigns, such as one to take over 
Lincoln Hospital, which had been housed in a condemned building for 
twenty-five years. In that campaign, they forced the City of New York 
to build a new hospital in the South Bronx. They took over a mobile 
X-ray truck to force the city administration to attend to a spreading 
tuberculosis epidemic in East Harlem and seized unused equipment 
to test for lead poisoning in children, whose exposure to peeling lead 
paint in substandard housing placed them at risk for brain damage. 
They challenged the Board of Corrections on prison conditions, con- 
ducted ongoing breakfast programs for children in four cities, and ini- 
tiated bilingual education programs. They also turned out ten thou- 
sand people to demonstrate at the United Nations for an independent 
Puerto Rico and maintained direct alliances with independence move- 
ment organizations in Puerto Rico.” 


THE WHITE NEW LEFT 


Like the Panthers, the Young Lords, the Red Guards, and Los Siete de la 
Raza viewed their movements as struggles against racial oppression as 
well as against class exploitation. In emulating the Black Panther Party, 
they sought to devise policies and programs that addressed the distinc- 
tive forms of oppression they faced. Young white activists did not face 
racial oppression. And the Appalachian Young Patriots notwithstand- 
ing, many white New Left activists came from the middle class and 
did not personally suffer class exploitation either. Nonetheless, many 
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looked to the Black Panther Party as a primary reference point for their 
own political activism. 

In an interview with the Movement newspaper while he was in 
prison, Huey Newton explained the Black Panther position on the role 
of white allies in building a global revolution and emphasized the Pan- 
thers’ commitment to socialism. In contrast with Stokely Carmichael 
and other separatist black nationalists, he reinforced the Panthers’ 
openness to working with whites and advanced a sympathetic assess- 
ment of the white New Left: 


I personally think that there are many young white revolutionaries who are 
sincere in attempting to realign themselves with mankind, and to make a 
reality out of the high moral standards that their fathers and forefathers 
only expressed. In pressing for new heroes the young white revolutionaries 
found their heroes in the black colony at home and in the colonies through- 
out the world. The young white revolutionaries raised the cry for the troops 
to withdraw from Vietnam, hands off Latin America, withdraw from the 
Dominican Republic and also to withdraw from the black community or 
the black colony. So you have a situation in which the young white revolu- 
tionaries are attempting to identify with the oppressed people of the colo- 
nies and against the exploiter.?? 


Newton argued that because middle-class white revolutionaries had 
not experienced class exploitation or racial injustice, their oppres- 
sion was “somewhat abstract.” Nonetheless, he insisted that they had 
an important role to play in the global revolutionary struggle. White 
leftists, he said, needed to dedicate themselves to revolution and to 
align themselves with the anti-imperialist liberation struggles around 
the world and with the Black Panther Party: “[White revolutionaries] 
can aid the black revolutionaries first by simply turning away from the 
establishment, and secondly choosing their friends. For instance, they 
have a choice between whether they will be a friend of Lyndon Baines 
Johnson or a friend of Fidel Castro. A friend of Robert Kennedy or a 
friend of Ho Chi Minh. And these are direct Opposites. A friend of 
mine or a friend of Johnson’s. After they make this choice then the 
white revolutionaries have a duty and a responsibility to act.” ?3 

Newton suggested that the abstract quality of white revolutionary 
struggle could be made real—that whites could prove their allegiance 
and become truly revolutionary—through support of the black strug- 
gle against oppression: “Black people are being oppressed in the colony 
by white police men, by white racists. We are saying they must with- 
draw. ... When something happens in the black colony—when we’re 
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attacked and ambushed in the black colony—then the white revolution- 
ary students and intellectuals and all the other whites who support the 
colony should respond by defending us.” SDS published Newton’s ideas 
about the white New Left as a pamphlet and distributed it nationwide 
that fall, in coordination with “Free Huey!” actions.?4 

Heeding the call to defense, in early 1969, the Students for a Demo- 
cratic Society committed to work with the Panthers to organize a Feb- 
ruary 16-17 birthday celebration for Huey Newton in twenty cities 
nationwide to mobilize support for the “Free Huey!” campaign. Call- 
ing for SDS members across the country to participate, SDS interorga- 
nizational secretary Bernardine Dohrn explained the importance of 
doing whatever it took to defend the Panthers: “When an organization 
is rooted in the needs of the people, attacks on that organization or its 
leaders (frame-ups, jailing, assassination) are understood and resisted 
as a more visible form of the daily oppression of the entire people. The 
reaction is not just shock or indignation at the hypocrisy of the system, 
but more determined and conscious willingness to fight. The tactics of 
the fight are any means necessary.” Dohrn ended her appeal by quoting 
Newton: “The racist dog oppressors have no rights which oppressed 
Black people are bound to respect. . . . The oppressor must be harassed 
until his doom. He must have no peace by day or night.”*5 

By April 1969, SDS had embraced the Black Panther Party as cen- 
tral to its own struggle. On April 4, the one-year anniversary of Martin 
Luther King’s assassination, SDS published a resolution passed by twelve 
hundred national representatives titled, “The Black Panther Party: 
Toward the Liberation of the Colony.” The resolution linked the revolu- 
tionary core identity of SDS to the act of resisting the state’s repression 
of the Panthers: “When the leading black revolutionary group is contin- 
ually harassed, its leaders jailed, hounded out of the country and bru- 
tally assassinated, when Panther members daily face the provocations 
of the ruling class and its racist pigs, when their blood has been spilled 
and their list of revolutionary martyrs . . . increases daily, then the time 
has come for SDS to give total and complete support to their defense 
efforts. To do less would be a mockery of the word ‘revolutionary.’”?° 

The SDS resolution called Newton the most important “political 
prisoner” in the United States and urged SDS members to form Newton- 
Cleaver defense committees to raise money for the legal defense of 
Newton and other Panthers facing charges. These committees would 
also serve an educational role, teaching people about the case and about 
the structural roots of racist oppression. 
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The resolution declared SDS’s “total commitment to the fight for lib- 
eration in the colony and revolution in the mother country” and named 
the Black Panther Party the vanguard of all revolutionary struggle in 
the United States: 


The sharpest struggles in the world today are those of the oppressed na- 
tions against imperialism and for national liberation. Within this coun- 
try the sharpest struggle is that of the black colony for its liberation; it is a 
struggle which by its very nature is anti-imperialist and increasingly anti- 
capitalist. ... Within the black liberation movement the vanguard force is 
the Black Panther Party. ... We must keep in mind that the Black Panther 
Party is not fighting black people’s struggles only but is in fact the vanguard 
in our common struggles against capitalism and imperialism.” 


UNITED FRONT AGAINST FASCISM 


By the summer of 1969, the Black Panthers recognized that the broader 
New Left was turning toward their party for leadership. They seized 
the opportunity. In the May 31, 1969, issue of the Black Panther, 
the Party called for a “Revolutionary Conference for a United Front 
Against Fascism” (UFAF) to take place in Oakland in July. The issue 
featured a photo of nonblack New Left protestors on the cover next to a 
photo of Ericka Huggins with the caption “wife of the late John Jerome 
Huggins.” The headline read “Fascism in America.” Seven pages of the 
issue featured photos of crowds of nonblack New Leftists confronting 
bayonet-wielding National Guardsmen, a military helicopter gassing 
protestors, and graphic close-ups of wounded activists shot down by 
police. One photo caption featured Newton’s dictum “Politics is war 
without bloodshed . . . War is politics with bloodshed.” The centerfold, 
featuring a photo of a mob of police with shotguns and riot gear shut- 
ting down a street, declared, “The Black Panther Party Comes Forth. 
We Must Develop a United Front Against Fascism.” The text called for 
a broad people’s revolutionary alliance.”* 

The Panthers’ conference announcement in late May linked the 
police killing of white Berkeley activist James Rector to the incarcer- 
ation of Huey Newton. The conference would help develop a polit- 
ical program for all “poor, black, oppressed workers and people of 
America.” It would also seek ways to advance community control of 
the police, free all political prisoners, expel the military from campus, 
and promote community self-defense. “People! Organizations! Groups! 
Yippies!” the flier announcing the conference beckoned, “Political 
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Parties! Workers! Students! Peasant-Farmers! You the Lumpen! Poor 
People, Black People, Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Chinese... 
We Must Develop a United Front Against Fascism.”?? 

In their move to take greater leadership in organizing a revolution- 
ary movement across race, the Black Panthers sought to make their 
class and cross-race anti-imperialist politics more explicit. They began 
featuring nonblack liberation movements on the cover of their news- 
paper, starting with Ho Chi Minh and the North Vietnamese. They 
began widely using the word fascism to describe the policies of the U.S. 
government. Then in July 1969, two weeks before the United Front 
Against Fascism Conference, the Panthers changed point 3 of their Ten 
Point Program from “We want an end to the robbery by the white man 
of our Black Community” to “We want an end to the robbery by the 
CAPITALIST of our Black Community” [emphasis in original].*° 

The Black Panther Party held the United Front Against Fascism Con- 
ference in Oakland from July 18 to 21. Some events took place out- 
doors in west Oakland at “Bobby Hutton Park” (officially DeFremery 
Park); others took place in the Oakland Auditorium. At least four thou- 
sand young radicals from around the country attended the conference. 
The delegates included Latinos, Asian Americans, and other people of 
color, but the majority of delegates were white. More than three hun- 
dred organizations attended, representing a broad cross-section of the 
New Left. In addition to the Young Lords, Red Guard, Los Siete de 
la Raza, Young Patriots, and Third World Liberation Front, attend- 
ees included the Peace and Freedom Party, the International Socialist 
Club, Progressive Labor, Students for a Democratic Society, the Young 
Socialist Alliance, and various groups within the Women’s Liberation 
Movement.*! 

Bobby Seale set the tone for the conference, reiterating his oft-stated 
challenge against black separatism: “Black racism is just as bad and 
dangerous as White racism.” He more explicitly emphasized the impor- 
tance of class to revolution, declaring simply, “It is a class struggle.” 
Seale spoke against the ideological divisiveness among leftist organi- 
zations, arguing that such divisiveness would go nowhere. What was 
needed, he said, was a shared practical program. He called for the cre- 
ation of a united “American Liberation Front” in which all commu- 
nities and organizations struggling for self-determination in America 
could unite across race and ideology, demand community control of 
police, and secure legal support for political prisoners.*? 
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Panther field marshal Don Cox talked about the necessity of armed 
self-defense. Elaine Brown, communications secretary for the Panthers 
from Southern California, presented a letter from Ericka Huggins, who 
at that time was in jail in New Haven, Connecticut, on conspiracy 
charges. Key Panther allies also spoke. Berkeley city councilman and 
future congressman Ron Dellums spoke about racism and politics. 
Father Earl Neil, pastor at St. Augustine Church, who had helped start 
the Panther’s first breakfast program, gave a liberation theology per- 
spective on revolution. Jeff Jones of Students for a Democratic Society 
spoke about the McClellan Committee in Congress that was seeking 
to impose harsher sentencing on student activists and undermine SDS’s 
fight against fascism. Jones pointedly identified the Black Panther Party 
as the vanguard of revolution in the United States. William Kunstler 
spoke about community self-defense, pointing to the urban rebellions 
in Plainfield, New Jersey.? 

A number of speakers drew parallels between their communities and 
the black community, seeking to show the applicability of various Black 
Panther political strategies across race. Roger Alvarado of the Third 
World Liberation Front at San Francisco State spoke about Los Siete de 
la Raza, as did Oscar Rios. The Parents of Adolfo Martinez, a member 
of Los Siete de la Raza, discussed the importance of the support of the 
Black Panthers and Third World alliance in furthering the struggle of 
Los Siete de la Raza. Penny Nakatsu from San Francisco State’s Third 
World Liberation Front spoke about Japanese internment during World 
War II. Preacher Man, the field secretary of the white Young Patriot 
Party in Chicago, spoke about the need for armed self-defense against 
the police in the poor white neighborhoods of Chicago. At one point, 
a group of rank-and-file Black Panthers and Young Patriots, all in uni- 
form, lined up on stage, alternating black and white to demonstrate 
their united stand against fascism.*4 


NATIONAL COMMITTEES TO COMBAT FASCISM 


The main outcome of the conference was that the Panthers decided to 
organize National Committees to Combat Fascism (NCCFs) around 
the country. The NCCFs would operate under the Panther umbrella, 
but unlike official Black Panther Party chapters, they would allow 
membership of nonblacks. In this way, the Black Panther Party could 
maintain the integrity of its racial politics yet step into more formal 
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leadership of a broader revolutionary movement across race. Initially, 
the NCCFs focused on two issues: local campaigns for community con- 
trol of police and the development of legal teams to defend political 
prisoners. 

One of the main issues facing the organizations at the conference was 
how to obtain adequate legal defense for charges stemming from radi- 
cal political activities. Charles R. Garry of San Francisco and William 
M. Kunstler of New York, both prominent lawyers who worked with 
the Panthers, along with Bay Area lawyers Peter Frank and Robert 
Truehaft, put out a call to lawyers, legal secretaries, and law students 
to meet to develop a plan. The National Lawyers Guild agreed to help. 
When Garry had spoken at the UFAF conference, he had explained 
that the Nixon administration was seeking “more oppressive” mea- 
sures against political radicals such as the Panthers. He said that Nixon 
was recommending that bail be eliminated in many political cases, and 
that in other cases, such as that of the New York 21—Black Panther 
activists facing dubious conspiracy charges—bail was being set impos- 
sibly high. He described wiretapping and other surveillance measures 
designed to repress radical politics and outlined a program to present 
seminars around the country over the next sixty days to enlist “a thou- 
sand lawyers to fight this fight against racism.” The lawyers would 
work with the NCCFs on two hundred to three hundred test cases to 
defend Panthers and other “political prisoners” arrested for their radi- 
cal political activities.*° 

Soon after the United Front Against Fascism Conference, leftist orga- 
nizations around the world—including the Coordinating Committee 
of the Mexican Student Movement, the Tokyo Communist League, 
the Young Left League of Sweden, and the Left Wing Socialist Party of 
Denmark—sent the Panthers declarations of support for the UFAF.*6 
The Black Panther Party was flooded with requests to open NCCFs 
throughout the country.*” By April 1970, in addition to official Black 
Panther chapters, NCCFs were opened and operating in at least eigh- 
teen cities around the country.*8 


GENDER REVOLUTION 


As the race and class insurgency in the United States broadened in 1969, 
young women and some men also sought to revolutionize gender rela- 
tions. At the Panthers’ United Front Against Fascism Conference, gender 
emerged as the most contentious issue. By that summer, the Women’s 
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Liberation Movement was growing rapidly, and questions of gender 
were being seriously discussed nationally, especially in the New Left. 

Women in the Black Panther Party organized a panel to discuss gen- 
der issues as part of the UFAF conference. Controversy erupted when the 
conference keynote speaker, renowned Communist historian Herbert 
Aptheker, spoke at great length. Some worried that the gender panel 
would not have an opportunity to present. One small group repeat- 
edly interrupted Aptheker’s speech and eventually stormed out of the 
conference. 

Nonetheless, the gender panel did convene. Black Panther Roberta 
Alexander spoke at length about the problem of gender politics in the 
Party. She acknowledged that sexism in the Party was a problem. In 
particular, women had been denied equal access to power in the Party. 
She distinguished gender oppression from race and class oppression 
but pointed out that it compounded these problems. In conclusion, she 
chastised the people who had walked out of the conference because 
Aptheker’s speech had dragged on. She said that men and women in the 
Party needed to address such problems collaboratively and find better 
ways of working together rather than tolerate male chauvinism and let 
it cause rifts. 

Alexander first placed the issue of male chauvinism in its larger con- 
text, within the environment that had shaped the Party. Male suprem- 
acy, she explained, was “a true problem in our society and reflects 
capitalist society.” In turn, she argued, it was important to acknowl- 
edge the persistence and depth of struggles over gender and sexuality 
within the Party: male supremacist culture demanded stalwart resis- 
tance. She spoke of the daily struggles within the Party over issues such 
as women’s leadership within a male-dominated organization and the 
arming of women—namely, women’s engagement in what some saw 
as the “male practice” of armed self-defense. The most explosive daily 
struggle, she explained, was the mistaken notion that one of wom- 
en’s revolutionary duties was to have sex with revolutionary men. She 
condemned some Panther men for seeking to use Party authority to 
demand sexual favors.*? 

Alexander argued, “Black women, interestingly enough, are oppressed 
as a class, part of the super-oppressed class of workers and unemployed 
in this country. Black women are oppressed because they are black, and 
then on top of that, black women are oppressed by black men. And 
that’s got to go [applause]. Not only has it got to go, but it is going 
[applause].” Finally, she urged men and women in the Party to stay uni- 
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fied as they struggled over issues of gender and sexuality because “one 
of the most destructive aspects of male supremacy is how it divides peo- 
ple who should be united... . When we struggle against male suprem- 
acy, we struggle with the brothers in the party and the brothers struggle 
too. Cause it ain’t the sisters that are doing all the struggle.” 4° 

All three members of the panel emphasized the centrality of gender 
and sexuality in the revolutionary struggle. Marlene Dixon, an assis- 
tant professor of sociology at the University of Chicago, criticized “bad 
faith” white male promises of equality. Black Panther Carol Henry 
lamented and urged resistance to a society wherein black women were 
victims of both mental and physical exploitation based “on the color of 
their skin and the shape of their breasts. . . . There cannot be a success- 
ful struggle against Fascism unless there is a broad front and women 
are drawn into it.”*! 

Although the Black Panther Party started as a male organization, its 
expansion brought many female members, and by 1968, women perme- 
ated all levels of the organization. Beyond the famous Panther women 
leaders, like Kathleen Cleaver, Ericka Huggins, and Elaine Brown, and 
in addition to the thousands of rank-and-file women Panthers respon- 
sible for much of the daily work of the organization, numerous women 
played a key role in building and leading local Party chapters around 
the country. According to David Hilliard, unsung heroines like Lynn 
French in Chicago and Audrea Dunham in Boston were some of the 
Party’s most influential and inspirational local leaders, commanding 
loyalty and respect from Panther men and women alike. Dunham, who 
organized the Boston chapter of the Black Panther Party, provided such 
effective leadership that the Party enlisted a number of the Panthers she 
had recruited and trained to lead high-priority campaigns around the 
country. For example, one of her recruits was Doug Miranda, the star 
organizer sent to New Haven to lead the Party’s campaign in support 
of Bobby Seale and Ericka Huggins.” 

Women’s agitation for gender equality within the Party pushed the 
national Black Panther leadership to take a stand. Eldridge Cleaver 
in particular had to respond to criticism of the explicit misogyny and 
sexism in Soul on Ice. Two weeks before the UFAF conference, while 
women Panthers were organizing the gender panel, Cleaver released his 
first public statement from exile. In a statement dedicated to the revolu- 
tionary example set by Erika Huggins, the apparently reformed Eldridge 
Cleaver urged his fellow male Panthers to champion gender equality. 
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We must purge our ranks and our hearts, and our minds, and our under- 
standing of any chauvinism, chauvinistic behavior of disrespectful behav- 
ior toward women. ... We must too recognize that a woman can be just as 
revolutionary as a man and that she has equal stature, along with men, and 
that we cannot prejudice her in any manner, that we cannot relegate her to 
an inferior position. .. . The liberation of women is one of the most impor- 
tant issues facing the world today. Great efforts have been made in various 
parts of the world to do something about this, but I know from my own 
experience that the smoldering and the burning of the flame for liberation 
of women in Babylon is the issue that is going to explode, and if we’re not 
careful its going to destroy our ranks, destroy our organization, because 
women want to be liberated just as all oppressed people want to be liber- 
ated. So if we go around and call ourselves a vanguard organization, then 
we’ve got to be the vanguard in all our behavior, and to be the vanguard 
also in the area of women’s liberation and set an example in that area.” 


Initially, Panther leadership rooted its calls for gender equality in a 
normative heterosexuality. In his statement, Cleaver wrote, “Women 
are our other half, they’re not our weaker half, they’re not our stron- 
ger half, but they are our other half.”44 This reliance on patriarchal 
social norms was common in the Party, and in black revolutionary 
circles more broadly. One focus, for example, was the idea of revo- 
lutionary motherhood: having babies for the revolution. Akua Njeri 
(Deborah Johnson), Fred Hampton’s widow, remarked, “When you 
find your half that’s for real, right on, go on and make those revolu- 
tionary babies, cause the youth make the revolution.”*5 Panther Candi 
Robinson offered a similar argument: “Our men need, want and will 
love the beautiful children, that come from our fruitful wombs.... 
We are mothers of revolutionaries, with us is the future of our peo- 
ple.” Indeed, “we are sisters, are mothers of revolution, and within our 
wombs is the army of the people... . . We my sisters are revolutionary 
women of revolutionary men! We are mothers of revolution!” *¢ In this 
formulation of revolutionary motherhood, the revolutionary woman 
made babies not just for the revolutionary nation but for her revolution- 
ary man. Revolutionary love, then, supported patriarchy, confirming 
conventional heterosexual gender norms. Malika Adams remembered, 
“T had three babies because I thought that it was my revolutionary duty 
to do that. I... wasn’t thinking of what I wanted for me.”47 

In practice, such notions of revolutionary motherhood put severe 
burdens on some Panther women. The strains of state repression exac- 
erbated these burdens, such as in the case of Akua Njeri, who lost the 
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father of her child when the state assassinated Fred Hampton. Njeri 
later recalled the lack of support from the Party for her as a mother: 


I was in the first group of women to become pregnant and have babies 
within the context of the Black Panther Party. There was nothing set up 
after the birth of Fred Hampton, Jr. that spoke to the issue of childcare, 
of how we would continue to function in the structure of the Party and 
continue to provide for our children. Before, when you were in the Party, 
you were by yourself, you could really sleep anywhere and you could work 
all night. But when you have the responsibility of children, you can’t do 
that... . There was no structure set up to work within the Party, to con- 
tinue to work in the breakfast program, to continue to sell the newspaper. 
It was the demand to do it all or nothing. You would have to explain why 
you had to go take your child to the doctor, go through some struggle with 
that.*8 


In practice, through its heyday in the late 1960s, the Party often pro- 
vided no more support for Panther mothers in handling the demands 
of child care and motherhood than most employers did at the time for 
their women employees. 

As the Women’s Liberation Movement and Gay Liberation Move- 
ment gained steam, the Black Panther Party leadership sought to deepen 
its commitment to gender and sexual liberation. A year after the UFAF 
conference, Huey Newton issued a formal Party position about the 
Women’s Liberation and Gay Liberation Movements, challenging the 
heterosexual normativity and patriarchy in the Party. With Newton’s 
public stance, the Black Panther Party became the first major national 
black organization to embrace gay rights. Newton identified “homosex- 
uals and women as oppressed groups,” noting that “homosexuals . . . 
might be the most oppressed people in the society” and arguing that 
a homosexual man “should have freedom to use his body in whatever 
way he wants to.”*? 

The Black Panther Party saw black liberation as part of a global 
struggle against oppression, and Newton now identified women’s and 
gay liberation as integral axes in that global struggle. He noted the 
importance of building alliances with women’s liberation and gay liber- 
ation organizations: “When we have revolutionary conferences, rallies, 
and demonstrations there should be full participation of the gay libera- 
tion movement and the women’s liberation movement.” *° 

Finally, Newton acknowledged the need to confront ingrained gen- 
der and sexual values and language. In particular, he called for an 
end to Panthers’ use of derogatory terms for homosexuals to dispar- 
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age political enemies: “The terms ‘faggot’ and ‘punk’ should be deleted 
from our vocabulary, and especially we should not attach names nor- 
mally designed for homosexuals to men who are enemies of the peo- 
ple, such as Nixon or Mitchell. Homosexuals are not enemies of the 
people.” >! Newton recognized that such language reflected basic social 
values, acknowledged that mere recognition of the problem of gender 
and sexual oppression was not enough to solve it, and suggested the 
need for a more complete transformation of social values: “We haven’t 
established a revolutionary value system; we’re only in the process of 
establishing it.” 3 

Despite the Party’s ideology, which at times reflected quite advanced 
thinking about gender and sexual liberation, deeply rooted sexism 
made the struggle for gender and sexual equality difficult. As with men 
in the broader world, changing Panther men’s chauvinist attitudes and 
practices was a major challenge. Nationalism has historically been a 
gendered project, centered on patriarchy and male privilege.” The revo- 
lutionary black nationalism of the Black Panther Party began as part of 
that traditional project. Panther women and some Panther men fought 
heroically to break the Party out of that historical mold. 

A critical element of the struggle was the development of feminist 
consciousness among Black Panther women. Looking back on her 
experiences as a Party member, Malika Adams noted, “Our conscious- 
ness about ourselves as women was very underdeveloped for the most 
part. ... We didn’t see ourselves as separate from the brothers. ... I 
don’t know that we really saw ourselves as women. . . . I think we saw 
ourselves in the eyes of men. The men defined pretty much what we 
were.” 54 

The history of activism by revolutionary and radical women was rel- 
atively unknown at the time, which left women struggling with male 
interpretations of their role. As Angela Davis recalled, “Even those of 
us who were women did not know how to develop ways of being revo- 
lutionaries that were not informed by masculine definitions of the rev- 
olutionary. The revolutionaries were male. The women who became 
revolutionaries had to make themselves in those images.” 55 

Given this masculinist context, women had to define for themselves 
their identities as women and revolutionaries. Rosemari Mealy later 
commented, “If you were... so male-identified, it was impossible for 
you to separate yourself as a woman and really internalize who you are 
as a woman and commit yourself as a woman to the struggle.” 36 

Endemic and often intense Party struggles over issues of gender and 
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sexuality yielded a richly varied, evolving, and at times highly contested 
gender and sexual consciousness within and beyond the Party. As Janet 
Cyril observed, this complex and uneven consciousness “developed 
by ... fits and starts.” “It grew out of... daily living and an evolving 
necessity in changing relationships . . . over a period of time.” 37 

Given that the Black Panther Party’s principal battle was against 
white supremacy and capitalist exploitation, male-female relationships 
and issues of gender and sexuality often took a back seat. Cyril remem- 
bered, “It was considered traitorous to deal with issues of gender in the 
context of the Black Revolution. I mean, people felt that strongly. ...A 
lot of women felt like that also... . There was a lot of back and forth 
debate over that.” As a result, innumerable women thought that “you 
were betraying brothers if you criticized what was going on with sisters 
in a general way.” Tackling issues of gender and sexuality, especially 
from women’s points of view, was to undermine race unity and thus 
impede the Black Liberation Struggle.** 

The extreme repression the Party endured further intensified the 
common belief and feeling that the racial and class components of the 
struggle had to take priority. Elaine Brown recalled, “We clung to each 
other fiercely. We forgot cliques and chauvinism and any bit of internal 
strife.” °? Ericka Huggins expressed a similar feeling: 


In those days [we fought to] get rid of racism so we could stay alive. We 
didn’t even think about sexism except when it reared its head. We didn’t 
spend our time looking at what men and women did or didn’t do because 
we didn’t have time to think about it. We were too busy living so we didn’t 
die... . A lot of people don’t understand what that means in a day-to-day 
interaction. We were constantly looking over our shoulders. All I wanted 
to know about the person next to me, be it a man or woman, was would 
they back me up. If I needed to put my life in this person’s hands, would it 
be all right. I didn’t care whether they were man or woman, gay or straight, 
or any of that.°° 


Championing liberation struggle against all forms of oppression, the 
irrepressible Black Panther Party drove an ever-widening cycle of insur- 
gency. How far would the revolutionary movement spread? 


14 


International Alliance 


On Friday November 29, 1968, fifteen hundred delegates from through- 
out the Americas gathered in Montreal for the Hemispheric Conference 
to End the War in Vietnam. The delegates were political leaders from 
throughout the Americas who opposed U.S. intervention in Vietnam, 
including Salvador Allende, at that time president of the Chilean Senate 
(and later president of Chile); antiwar activists from a range of organi- 
zations; Quebecois secessionists; and a delegation from North Vietnam 
led by the North Vietnamese minister of culture, M. Hoang Minh 
Giam. The Black Panther Party sent a delegation led by Bobby Seale 
and David Hilliard and including a dozen rank-and-file Panthers from 
various chapters.! 

At the opening plenary at St. James Church in downtown Montreal, 
Seale argued that peace could not be achieved without justice. He said 
that the Vietnam War was a criminal act of U.S. aggression and called 
for a worldwide struggle against imperialism. On behalf of the Black 
Panther delegation, he put forth a long resolution stating in part, “Our 
purpose in attending this conference was a reaffirmation of our com- 
mitment to concrete support of the heroic struggles of the Vietnamese 
people and of all People’s Liberation Struggles—it was not to hear vague 
resolutions passed in support of world peace.” The conference focus, 
he said, “should be changed from supporting world peace to support- 
ing Third-World Liberation Struggles and the title of this conference 
changed from Hemispheric Conference to End the War in Vietnam to 
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Hemispheric Conference to Defeat American Imperialism.” The con- 
ference delegates gave him a standing ovation. Brother Zeke, a Black 
Panther from the Baltimore chapter, was elected chairman of the con- 
ference, and the program for the weekend was revised in keeping with 
the Panthers’ proposed anti-imperialist theme. The French newspaper 
Le Monde reported that in speaking out about the fight against “impe- 
rialism in all its forms,” the Panthers had captured the imagination of 
the international delegates and set the tone of the conference.” 

Throughout the conference, various Black Panther speakers drew 
an analogy between their struggle and that of the National Libera- 
tion Front in Vietnam. They compared the rapid expansion of police 
departments and the brutalization of blacks in American ghettos with 
the occupation of Vietnam by the U.S. military. They asserted their 
right to self-defense and challenged the legitimacy of American author- 
ity in the ghettos. “We say that the oppressor has no laws and no rights 
that the oppressed are bound to respect. We cannot respect it.” Fur- 
ther, they proclaimed the universal “right to self-determination.” The 
Panthers said that they and the other delegates shared a common strug- 
gle to end the wars of repression being waged against those seeking 
self-determination throughout Latin America and the Third World and 
among the communities in the United States, “even against the white 
hippies and the leftists and those who are looking for much individual 
freedom.”? 

At the end of the conference, American delegates handed their draft 
cards to the Vietnamese representatives. Taking to the stage, the Viet- 
namese delegation built a small fire and burned the draft cards as the 
audience cheered. In solidarity with the Panthers, delegates in the 
audience raised their fists in the Black Panther salute and joined in 
the chant, “Panther Power to the Vanguard!” Their voices resonated 
throughout the church. Then, in front of the fifteen hundred delegates, 
the Minister M. Hoang Minh Giam turned toward David Hilliard and 
proclaimed, “You are Black Panthers, We are Yellow Panthers!”* 


MARXISM AND ANTI-IMPERIALISM 


The Black Panther Party’s anti-imperialist politics were deeply inflected 
with Marxist thought. Evolving Marxist thinking underwrote the Pan- 
thers’ class politics and helped them articulate alliances with a broad 
range of international as well as domestic actors. Primarily committed 
to advancing the interests of black people in the United States as part 
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of a global struggle against imperialism, the Panthers’ Marxist class 
analysis helped build common ground with other constituencies in the 
United States and internationally. The Party’s embrace of Marxism was 
never rigid, sectarian, or dogmatic. Motivated by a vision of a universal 
and radically democratic struggle against oppression, ideology seldom 
got in the way of the Party’s alliance building and practical politics. 

In 1971, Huey Newton explained that the Black Panthers were “dia- 
lectical materialists,” thereby drawing a dynamic and evolving method 
of political analysis from Marx rather than any stagnant set of ideas. 
He argued, “Marx himself said, ‘Iam not a Marxist’....If you area 
dialectical materialist . .. you do not believe in the conclusions of one 
person but in the validity of a mode of thought; and we in the Party, 
as dialectical materialists, recognize Karl Marx as one of the great 
contributors to that mode of thought.” $ Eldridge Cleaver made a sim- 
ilar point. Writing in the fall of 1969, Cleaver argued that indepen- 
dence struggles in Asia demonstrated that a foreign ideology should not 
be adopted wholesale. Specifically, any Marxist dogma notwithstand- 
ing, he asserted that unemployed blacks were a legitimate revolution- 
ary group and that the Black Panther Party’s version of Marxism tran- 
scended the idea that an industrial working class was the sole agent of 
revolution.°® 

From the start, the Black Panther Party drew upon Marxist thought, 
and Marxist theory imbued its political statements and actions. The 
Party’s original Ten Point Program and Newton’s essay “The Functional 
Definition of Politics,” both published in the second issue of the Black 
Panther, on May 15, 1967, employed the foundational Marxist con- 
cept of “means of production.”’ However, the Party’s use and incorpo- 
ration of Marxist theory evolved greatly over time. Different Panther 
leaders used Marxist theory in different ways, to different degrees, and 
at different times. One important turning point in Marxist influence 
on Black Panther political theory was the rise of Ray “Masai” Hewitt 
to Party leadership. Coming into the Party from Los Angeles, Hewitt 
had read deeply in Mao and Marx. He proved to be a supreme educa- 
tor and was soon brought to serve in the Party’s national headquarters 
in Oakland.8 

With Masai Hewitt’s involvement, the cover of the Black Panther 
began featuring international nonblack liberation struggles. Ho Chi 
Minh and the North Vietnamese were the first such revolutionaries 
to be featured on the cover, appearing in the paper in March 1969. 
Such coverage was frequent thereafter. Hewitt visited Chicago, and 
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soon the Party chapter there was teaching members to read Mao and 
Marx as well as Malcolm X. In July, Hewitt was appointed minister of 
education, and the Party’s engagement with Marxist thought contin- 
ued to deepen. That month, the Party further integrated race and class 
analysis into its Ten Point Program, changing point 3 from “We want 
an end to the robbery by the white man of our Black Community” 
to the Marx-inflected point “We want an end to the robbery by the 
CAPITALIST of our Black Community.” ? 

Nondogmatic throughout its history, the Black Panther Party worked 
with a range of leftist organizations with very different political ideolo- 
gies—a highlight being its hosting of the United Front Against Fascism 
Conference in July 1969.'° The unchanging core of the Black Panther 
Party’s political ideology was black anti-imperialism. The Party always 
saw its core constituency as “the black community,” but it also made 
common cause between the struggle of the black community and the 
struggles of other peoples against oppression. Marxism and class anal- 
ysis helped the Black Panthers understand the oppression of others and 
to make the analogy between the struggle for black liberation and other 
struggles for self-determination. While the Marxist content deepened 
and shifted over the Party’s history, this basic idea held constant. The 
Black Panther Party saw itself as the revolutionary vanguard advanc- 
ing the interests of the black community for self-determination within 
a larger global struggle against imperialism. Huey Newton sought to 
more fully articulate this theory as a theory of “revolutionary inter- 
communalism” in 1971.1! 

The Panthers’ line of Marx-inflected anti-imperialist thinking drew 
on a long line of black anticolonialist thinkers going back at least to 
W.E.B. Du Bois.” This anti-imperialist perspective drove the world- 
changing Bandung Conference in 1955, was taken up by Malcolm X, 
and underwrote the Non-Aligned Movement, in which such interna- 
tional Panther allies as the postcolonial government of Algeria played 
important roles. The nondogmatic, Marx-inflected anti-imperialism of 
the Black Panthers allowed them to find common cause with many 
other movements around the world. It underwrote their practical polit- 
ical alliances with a wide range of international movements. 


SCANDINAVIA 


Drawn to the Black Panthers’ synthesis of race and class politics, anti- 
imperialist movements from around the world came to see the Party as 
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part of their own global cause. One of the Panthers’ early sources of 
solidarity and support was the left-wing movements in Scandinavia. 
The lead organizer of this support was Connie Matthews, an energetic 
and articulate young Jamaican woman employed by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization in Copenhagen, Den- 
mark. In early 1969, Matthews organized a tour for Bobby Seale and 
Masai Hewitt throughout Scandinavia to raise money and support for 
the “Free Huey!” campaign. She and Panther Skip Malone worked out 
the logistics of the trip with various left-wing Scandinavian organiza- 
tions, enlisting their support by highlighting the class politics of the 
Black Panther Party. “I am only too willing time and time again to 
repeat to European audiences,” Matthews told a reporter from Land 
and Folk, the Communist newspaper in Copenhagen, “that the BPP 
is speaking about a world proletarian revolution and recognize them- 
selves as part of this. It is a question of the oppressor against the 
oppressed regardless of race.” !3 

The tour took Bobby Seale and Masai Hewitt to Stockholm, Sweden; 
Oslo, Norway; Helsinki, Finland; and Copenhagen (with a brief stop 
in Germany), where they talked at each stop about the Black Panther 
program, the global anticolonial struggle, and the injustice of Newton’s 
incarceration. In each city, the Panthers formed a solidarity commit- 
tee. Seale and Hewitt’s Scandinavia trip brought funding, the prestige 
of formal endorsements from European organizations, and a network 
of support for the “Free Huey!” campaign. After the Panthers returned 
to the United States, Chief of Staff David Hilliard and the Central 
Committee of the Black Panther Party commended Connie Matthews 
and Skip Malone for the work they were doing for the “Free Huey!” 
campaign, featuring their activities prominently in the Black Panther 
newspaper. 

Matthews continued working with the solidarity committees in 
Stockholm, Oslo, and Helsinki, organizing contingents to join the May 
Day workers’ demonstrations on May 1, where they passed out litera- 
ture in support of the Black Panther Party and carried “Free Huey!” 
signs. In Copenhagen, the Left Wing Socialist Party was particu- 
larly active, organizing an independent march of more than six hun- 
dred people that broke off from the main May Day protest and ral- 
lied at the U.S. embassy to call for Huey Newton’s release from prison. 
These Scandinavian solidarity committees also held a series of ral- 
lies linking the Black Panther cause to the Vietnam War, disrupting 
speeches by Hubert Humphrey in Copenhagen and calling for an end 
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to Scandinavian complicity with American imperialism through mem- 
bership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. 


ALGIERS FESTIVAL 


After Eldridge Cleaver went underground in the late fall of 1968, he 
clandestinely traveled to Cuba, arriving on Christmas day. Bay Area 
radical allies who had been involved in the “Free Huey!” campaign 
obtained a commitment from the Cuban mission at the United Nations 
in New York to help bring Cleaver back into the country and provide 
him with political asylum.4 

The week of the United Front Against Fascism Conference in Oak- 
land in July 1969, Eldridge Cleaver returned to public view at the Pan- 
African Cultural Festival in Algiers, Algeria. There the Black Panthers’ 
anti-imperialist politics found fertile international ground. The Party 
posited, as had the venerable W.E.B. Du Bois twenty-five years ear- 
lier, that blacks in America were subjugated and oppressed and denied 
self-determination much like those in the colonies in Africa. By 1969, 
much of Africa had won independence from European colonialism. Yet 
important areas, such as South Africa, Zimbabwe, Guinea-Bissau, and 
Mozambique were still engaged in bloody struggles for independence. 

In organizing the first-ever Pan-African Cultural Festival, Algeria 
sought to play a key role in advancing the interests of African inde- 
pendence. After a decade of bloody guerilla warfare, the Algerians had 
forced the French out of their country in 1962. The socialist Algerian 
government wanted to remain independent from Europe and the United 
States. Algeria had broken off formal diplomatic relations with the 
United States in 1967 during the Six-Day War involving Israel, Egypt, 
Syria and Jordan. Nevertheless, American companies had invested in 
the oil and natural gas industry there, providing staff and equipment. 

President Houari Boumedienne, one of the leaders of the bloody mil- 
itary struggle for Algerian independence, was a fervent anticolonialist 
and sought to advance Algerian interests by promoting African unity, 
Arab unity, and the organization of nonaligned nations that pursued 
self-determination and resisted falling under the influence of either the 
United States or the Soviet Union during the Cold War. In 1968 and 
1969, Boumedienne served as chairman of the Organization of African 
Unity (OAU). From this post, he sought to strengthen Algeria’s hand 
in international affairs by building a Pan-African alliance for inde- 
pendence, supporting Pan-African unity generally, and specifically sup- 
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porting the liberation struggles in African countries that had not yet 
gained independence. The Algerian government and the OAU orga- 
nized the Pan-African Cultural Festival as part of this strategy. In par- 
ticular, the Pan-Africanist leadership at the Algerian festival sought 
to transcend the racial, cultural, and political barriers that tradition- 
ally divided predominantly Arabic North Africa against predominantly 
black sub-Saharan Africa. The idea was to define the unity of Africa 
in geographic, class, and social terms. As Keita Mamadi, head of the 
Guinean delegation said, the conference sought to identify culture as an 
“arm of economic and social liberation.” !° 

Each of the forty-one member nations of the OAU was invited to 
send a delegation to demonstrate its indigenous cultures, including 
poets, musicians, and dancers. Liberation movements from still-col- 
onized countries in Africa such as South Africa, South-West Africa, 
Rhodesia, and Angola were also invited to send delegations, as were 
liberation struggles from certain countries outside Africa, such as 
Vietnam.!* A contingent of black artists and political figures from the 
United States was also invited, including singer-pianist Nina Simone, 
jazz saxophonist Archie Shepp, playwright Ed Bullins, and Nathan 
Hare, former director of the Black Studies Program at San Francisco 
State.” The Algerians also invited Eldridge Cleaver, Bobby Seale, and 
a delegation from the Black Panther Party." 

Having only recently won independence from France, and with anti- 
colonial struggles sweeping the globe, the Algerian government took 
the liberation movements seriously. According to Cleaver, the Algerians 
related to the Black Panthers “as the nucleus of a future, American gov- 
ernment.” !? The New York Times explained the Algerian commitment: 
“The Algerians, who are only eight years removed from the end of their 
own war of independence, feel it is natural to support other liberation 
movements throughout the world. . . . They expect to play a leadership 
role in a completely decolonized Africa. They are also willing to recog- 
nize any movement outside Africa, such as the Panthers, that is strug- 
gling against what they consider an imperialist or fascist state.”*° 

In late May, Kathleen Cleaver, who was eight months pregnant, and 
Black Panther minister of culture Emory Douglas traveled to Algiers 
to meet Eldridge. In Paris, they were joined by Julia Hervé, the Pan- 
African activist and daughter of the eminent black author Richard 
Wright. Fluent in French and knowledgeable about African cultures 
and politics, Hervé served as a liaison and guide for the Panthers.*! On 
July 15, the Algerian government reported that Eldridge Cleaver had 
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arrived in Algiers as a government guest.”? Black Panther chief of staff 
David Hilliard and minister of education Masai Hewitt also traveled 
to Algiers for the festival.” 

The Black Panther delegation was put up in the government-run Hotel 
Aletti in the center of Algiers, which became a meeting place for all 
the political groups there. Kathleen Cleaver recalled, “Mealtimes in the 
enormous dining hall turned into a lively round of reunions, meetings, 
connections, and spontaneous gatherings, followed by further meetings 
in various parts of the sprawling hotel at all times of day and night.”*4 

On July 21, Algerian desert horsemen galloped through the capi- 
tal firing rifles to announce the beginning of the first-ever Pan-African 
Cultural Festival. Four thousand Africans from twenty-four countries 
helped kick off the twelve-day celebration and series of discussions. 
The independent revolutionary countries of Guinea, Tanzania, Mali, 
and the Congo sent large dance troupes. Museums throughout Europe 
and Africa lent spectacular exhibits of African painting and sculpture. 
Fourteen countries produced plays and sent acting troupes. Others 
sent poets, writers, and musicians. Black faces in Algiers were a rar- 
ity, and Algerian men, accustomed to veiled women, whistled at black 
Senegalese singers wearing flowing, strapless gowns. Guinean swords- 
men performed tribal dances. Tunisian belly dancers and Moroccan 
tumblers lifted Algerian spirits. Drummers, jugglers, pipers, and danc- 
ers energized a two-hour-long parade through the capital. President 
Houari Boumedienne denounced the idea of a colonial “civilizing mis- 
sion,” which the French had promoted, and proclaimed that “culture is 
a weapon in our struggle for liberation.”?° 

Algeria’s minister of information, Mohammed Ben Yaya, assigned 
the Black Panthers a chic office on Rue de Duce Mariad, the main 
street in downtown Algiers.*° Emory Douglas brought a colorful port- 
folio of revolutionary artwork to the festival, including posters of Huey 
Newton and Eldridge Cleaver and provocative graphics from the Black 
Panther newspaper, such as one of a black woman carrying a baby and 
wearing a rifle strapped on her back. He displayed the artwork in the 
window of the office, and crowds of Algerians gathered on the side- 
walk to look at the pictures throughout the twelve days of the festival.?’ 
The Panther delegation held a formal opening of its Afro-American 
Information Center on July 22, 1969. Hervé introduced the Panthers 
to the audience in French, explaining that when Malcolm X came to 
Africa, he was only one man, but now the Black Panthers had come 
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as a fully developed revolutionary organization representing the Black 
Liberation Struggle. Largely sharing the Panthers’ view that American 
imperialism was their enemy, the Algerian audience responded enthu- 
siastically, packing into the center to hear the speakers and asking lots 
of questions.?8 

The Pan-African Cultural Festival placed the Black Panthers amid 
representatives of anti-imperialist movements and governments from 
around the globe, and they immediately began networking on a new 
level internationally. Eldridge Cleaver met with the ambassador of the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea). The Koreans 
were particularly interested in the Black Panthers and invited Cleaver 
to attend the upcoming International Conference of Revolutionary Jour- 
nalists in Pyongyang as a formal guest of the state. Cleaver also met 
with leaders of Al Fatah, the most powerful Palestinian liberation 
group led by Yasir Arafat, and he subsequently spoke in support of the 
Palestinian cause in his speech at the opening of the festival.?? 

During the festival, the Algerian government sponsored a meeting 
for representatives of all the liberation struggles there to discuss soli- 
darity and opportunities for supporting each other. Attendees included 
leaders from the liberation struggles of Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Haiti, 
Angola, and South Africa, and Black Panther Party Central Committee 
members David Hilliard, Eldridge Cleaver, Emory Douglas, and Masai 
Hewitt. The discussion, moderated by a representative of the Algerian 
government, took place in the courtyard of the house in the Kasbah that 
had served as the headquarters of the National Liberation Front during 
the Algerian Revolution. In line with the theme of the festival, the con- 
versation turned to the class character of the global liberation struggle. 
The representative from Haiti spoke about the rule of François Duvalier: 


I would like to say a few words about Duvalier who rules our country, who 
is Black, who has said that he is in favor of “Negritude” and is one of the 
worst oppressors that has been known. The experience with Duvalier shows 
clearly how “Negritude,” which at one point of history, de-colonization, 
was effective and did achieve a certain amount of liberation and reperson- 
alization of peoples, how this same concept of “Negritude” now turns back 
against the people. And in the case of Duvalier proves that we have to wage 
a class struggle. And that in the context of this class struggle, we Black peo- 
ple—if we begin to depend on the power of money, on the power structure 
and money—we also then become tyrants, dictators, or Tonton Macoutes 
as in the case in Haiti. And this is why one must destroy all the capitalist 
structures which create monsters, be they White, Black, or Yellow.*° 
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Eldridge Cleaver maintained that the United States was “bankroll- 
ing and arming all of the oppressive regimes around the world. The 
people have an interest in any amount of pressure that we can put on 
that government because, if we can just slow it down and force it to 
have to deal with us, then the other people would be able to liberate 
themselves and then in return we would expect them to come to our 
rescue. .. . Like Chairman Bobby Seale always said the best care pack- 
age that we could send to the other liberation struggles around the 
world is the work we do at home.” 31 


AMBASSADORS 


In the fall of 1969, the New York Times reported that while in Algeria, 
Eldridge Cleaver had begun discussions with the Vietnamese delega- 
tion to the festival about an exchange of prisoners of war for the release 
of Bobby Seale and Huey Newton from prison.** These discussions 
were part of ongoing relations between antiwar groups and the North 
Vietnamese and were facilitated by the Panthers’ relations with the 
Chicago Seven. According to the U.S. House Committee on Internal 
Security, “During 1968 and until August 1969, the North Vietnamese 
government released a total of nine American POWs [... as a] pro- 
paganda gambit,” which also served to enhance the position of pro- 
Hanoi “peace groups in the U.S.”33 Unlike the North Vietnamese gov- 
ernment’s unilateral release of POWs to antiwar groups, any exchange 
of POWs for the jailed Panthers would have required the participation 
of the U.S. government, and the U.S. never made such a deal. But the 
North Vietnamese did send 379 letters from prisoners of war home to 
their families in the United States through the Black Panther Party.** 

In the year following the Pan-African festival, while the Algerian 
government allowed the Cleavers to stay in Algiers, it did not initially 
extend official status to the Black Panther Party. In the spring of 1970, 
the status of the Black Panthers in Algeria began to improve, in part 
through the intervention of Mohammed Yazid, a powerful Algerian 
diplomat whose wife was American. The Algerian government accred- 
ited the Black Panthers as one of twelve liberation movements that 
merited support in overthrowing the governments in their respective 
countries. Among the other liberation movements it cited were those 
in Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique, Angola, Palestine, Brazil, Rhodesia, 
South-West Africa, and South Africa. 

The Black Panthers were the only Americans recognized by the 
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Algerian government since it had broken off diplomatic relations with 
the United States. An Algerian spokesman explained the rationale to 
a reporter: “These groups are generally involved in a clear-cut colo- 
nial situation. What right have the Portuguese got to be in Africa? It’s 
as simple as that.”35 With the Black Panthers’ new official status, the 
Algerian government granted entrance and exit visas for guests; official 
identity cards, which made it possible to register cars and open post 
office boxes; and a monthly stipend.*° 

That June, the Algerians presented the Panthers with an embassy 
building for the International Section of the Black Panther Party. The 
embassy was a beautiful Mediterranean-style white stucco and marble 
building with open, airy archways and whitewashed stairwells in El 
Biar, a suburb in the hills outside Algiers. It stood two stories above- 
ground, surrounding a courtyard garden, and a sublevel contained 
quarters for a maid and a cook.%” 

In the summer of 1970, a delegation of Panthers and their allies 
made a trip through Asia, during which they were welcomed as offi- 
cial guests of the governments in North Vietnam, North Korea, and 
China. The eleven members of the delegation were Eldridge Cleaver 
and Elaine Brown from the Black Panther Party; Robert Scheer and 
Jan Austin from Ramparts; Regina Blumenfeld and Randy Rappaport 
of the Women’s Liberation Movement; Alex Hing of the Red Guard; 
Ann Froines of the Panther Defense Committee of New Haven; Patricia 
Sumi of the Movement for a Democratic Military; Andy Truskier of the 
Peace and Freedom Party; and Janet Kranzberg.*8 

The group arrived in Pyongyang, North Korea, on July 14, 1970, 
and was greeted at the airport by Kang Ryang Uk, vice president of 
the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly, and other dignitar- 
ies.°° The delegation traveled the country meeting with local officials 
to discuss ways that anti-imperialist movements in North Korea and 
the United States could help each other. The official North Korean gov- 
ernment newspaper printed a statement expressing solidarity with the 
Black Panther Party. The statement discussed the imprisonment and 
abuse of Bobby Seale, the repression of the Black Panther Party, and 
the plight of American blacks generally and ended with a pledge of 
solidarity: 

The Korean people send firm militant solidarity to the Black Panther Party 

of the U.S.A. and the American Negroes that have been shedding blood 


in their arduous but just struggle in the teeth of the brutal repression by 
the U.S. imperialists, the chieftain of world imperialism, the ring leader of 
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world reaction and the common enemy of the world people, and they will 
give them active support and encouragement in the future too. The Black 
Panther Party of the U.S.A and the Negroes that are commanding the sup- 
port and encouragement of the progressive American people and the revo- 
lutionary people of the whole world are bound to be crowned with a final 
victory in their just struggle.*° 


After Korea, the delegation traveled to Hanoi, North Vietnam, as the 
government’s official guests of honor for the “international day of soli- 
darity with the black people of the United States” on August 18, 1970. 
In Hanoi, Pham Van Déng, the prime minister of North Vietnam, gave 
a sake toast to the Black Panthers: “In the West, you are a black in the 
shadow. In Vietnam, you are a black in the Sun!”*! Like the North 
Koreans, the North Vietnamese saw the Black Panther Party and its 
allies in the United States as freedom fighters waging a liberation strug- 
gle against a shared enemy—U.S. imperialism. The North Vietnamese 
government published an editorial in its official newspaper titled “An 
Inevitably Victorious Cause” celebrating the Black Liberation Struggle 
in the United States as a common cause: 


The Vietnamese people, who are now opposing the American imperialist 
aggressors with arms, consider the black people of the United States in the 
struggle for their emancipation as their natural companions in arms and 
allies. The more the Nixon group develops its aggression in Indochina, the 
more it develops its repression and terror against the black people and the 
forces of peace and progress in America. It sheds the blood of young blacks 
in Indochina while their compatriots have need of their arms and their 
brains to engage the struggle in the U.S.A. We follow with deep sympathy 
the progress realized by the black people in the United States on the dif- 
ficult path of resistance and courage, similar to our own struggle against 
aggression. ‘7 


The North Vietnamese invited Cleaver to speak to black Gls fight- 
ing in Vietnam from the Voice of Vietnam radio station in Hanoi. He 
gladly accepted. After introducing himself and giving a historical over- 
view of the war, Cleaver called on black Gls fighting in Vietnam to join 
the Black Liberation Struggle. He argued that the U.S. government had 
put them on the front line against their own interests: “What they’re 
doing is programming this thing so that you cats are getting phased 
out on the battlefield. They’re sticking you out front so that you'll get 
offed. And that way they’ll solve two problems with one little move: 
they solve the problem of keeping a large number of troops in Vietnam; 
and they solve the problem of keeping young warriors off the streets 


International Alliance | 321 


of Babylon. And that’s a dirty, vicious game that’s being run on you. 
And I don’t see how you can go for it.” From Vietnam, the delegation 
traveled to China for a government-sponsored tour of factories, hospi- 
tals, and new housing developments.“ Finally, the delegation returned 
to Algiers. 

On November 1, 1970, after seeing President Houari Boumedienne 
off at the airport, Wei Pao Chang, the Chinese ambassador to Algeria, 
made his way to the villa in El Biar for a reception at the Black Panther 
embassy. Two bronze plaques shone as he entered the gate, each embla- 
zoned with the symbol of a crouching panther and the words “Black 
Panther Party—International Section” inscribed in Arabic. Upon enter- 
ing the villa, Wei Pao Chang was greeted by Eldridge Cleaver, the tow- 
ering Black Panther ambassador to Algeria, who was hosting the recep- 
tion. Through translators provided by the Algerian government, Cleaver 
told Chang about his recent government-sponsored tour of China. The 
discussion turned to the United States. “We are enemies to the death 
with the American government,” Chang told Cleaver, “because of its 
support of the puppet regime in Formosa [Taiwan]. But we have great 
sympathy for the American people. We hope you will overcome the 
American monopolies.”* Representatives of the Vietnamese National 
Liberation Front, the government of North Korea, and members of 
other socialist governments and liberation movements from around the 
world also attended the reception. 

Each of the movements represented at the reception had started out 
nonviolently but had eventually turned to armed struggle. Johnnie 
Makatini, ambassador to Algeria from South Africa’s African National 
Congress, recalled, “It was the same year Albert Luthli won the Nobel 
Peace Prize that we opted for violence. On the day he came back from 
Stockholm, December 15, 1961, there were explosions all over the coun- 
try.” Joseph Turpin, the ambassador to Algeria from Guinea-Bissau 
recalled that it was after the strike in Pijiguiti, when police killed fifty 
longshoremen, that “we decided armed struggle was the only way.” 
Cleaver explained the shift among American blacks: “With us it was 
the death of Martin Luther King.” King’s assassination, he explained, 
“exhausted the myth that you could get what you want without fight- 
ing, that when the plantation foreman cracks the whip you turn the 
other cheek.” The conversation turned at a later point to the theories 
of Frantz Fanon, a key supporter and perceptive analyst of the Algerian 
revolution, and to the Cuban revolutionary leader Che Guevara. One 
of the guests said he was impressed by Cleaver’s grasp of revolutionary 
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theory. “I had nine years to study it,” Cleaver said. The guest replied, 
“The French say that prisons are the antechambers of cabinet minis- 
tries.” Cleaver smiled. “We’re not there yet,” he said.*® 

As the U.S. government sought to repress the Black Panthers, inter- 
national political support continued to widen the revolutionary move- 
ment. Only concessions could break the insurgent cycle. 





FIGURE 27. (above] On December 8, 1969, hundreds of officers from the Los Angeles 
police department, equipped with M16 rifles, military gear, and armored vehicles, 
raided the Black Panther office at 41st and Central Avenues. The Black Panthers held 
the officers at bay in a five-hour miniwar before surrendering. (Wally Fong/AP Photo) 


FIGURE 28. (below) A few of the thousands of supporters who rallied December 11, 
1969, in support of the Black Panther Party in Los Angeles express their anger 
about the police raid several days before. (Wally Fong/AP Photo) 





FIGURE 29. Robert Bryan (middle), Lloyd Mims (right), and another member of the 
Black Panther Party, handcuffed and chained, await arraignment in Los Angeles 
after surrendering following the miniwar with police, December 11, 1969. [AP Photo] 





FIGURE 30. above] Fred Hampton was the charismatic leader of the Chicago Black 
Panther Party. (© Bettmann/Corbis/AP Images) 


FIGURE 31. (below] Chicago police, working with federal agents and a paid infiltrator, 
shot Fred Hampton in the head as he lay in bed in the early morning of December 

4, 1969, killing him and then dragging his corpse into the hallway to support the 
pretext that he had participated in a shoot-out. Police also killed Black Panther 
Mark Clark, wounded four others, and arrested all seven survivors on charges 

of attempted murder. When the federal conspiracy was uncovered and the case 
made its way to the U.S. Supreme Court, the state dropped the charges against the 
Panthers and eventually agreed to pay the estates of Hampton and Clark and the 
survivors of the raid $1.8 million to settle the case. (Chicago Police Department) 
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FIGURE 32. This graphic by Emory Douglas on the cover of the Black Panther 
illustrates the Party's view that the government wanted to vilify and kill 
Chairman Bobby Seale. The government first indicted Seale for causing a 
riot outside the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago, despite his minimal 
participation in the protests there, and then charged him with ordering the 
murder of a Black Panther member in New Haven. Courts found Seale not 
guilty on all charges. (© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 





FIGURE 33. (above) A group of Seattle Black Panthers, led by Elmer Dixon, emulate 
the Black Panther action in Sacramento, standing on the steps of the state capitol 

in Olympia to protest a bill that would make it a crime to exhibit firearms in 
Washington, February 29, 1969. Seattle was one of the first cities outside of Oakland 
to open a Party chapter during the period of the Panthers’ greatest repression and 
greatest growth from mid-1968 through 1970. (Governor Daniel J. Evans Photograph 
Collection, Washington State Archives] 


FIGURE 34. (below) Vanetta Molson, head of the Black Panther free breakfast and 
free clinic programs in Seattle, talks with Aaron Dixon, leader of the city’s Black 
Panther chapter, January 1971. Another Party member answers an incoming phone 
call. (© Bettmann/Corbis/AP Images) 
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FIGURE 35. (above] Allies rally in New York City’s Central Park on April 8, 1969, to 
protest the repression of the Black Panther Party. (© JP Laffont/Sygma/Corbis) 


FIGURE 36. (below) After the police shooting of a black woman sparked an urban 
rebellion in Lima, Ohio, on August 6, 1970, police and National Guardsmen armed 
with military equipment raided the office of the National Committee to Combat 
Fascism there. The Black Panther Party began opening committee offices in the 
summer of 1969, allowing nonblacks to join, whereas regular Black Panther Party 
chapters admitted only black members. (Gene Herrick/AP Photo) 





FIGURE 37. Black Panther Party members surrender to Detroit police following an 
urban rebellion in the city on October 25, 1970, in which four police cars were set 

on fire, one police officer was killed, and another was wounded. Hundreds of police 
and two tanks surrounded the Black Panther Party office, and fifteen Black Panther 
party members—eight women and seven men—held the police at bay for nine 
hours. (Richard Sheinwald/AP Photo) 
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FIGURE 38. (above) Helmeted police wearing armored vests, carrying automatic 
rifles and carbines, and driving armored vehicles attempt to evict a group of 
Black Panthers occupying a unit in the Desire Housing Projects in New Orleans 
on November 19, 1970. When hundreds of neighbors came to the defense of the 
Panthers, the police withdrew. (© Bettmann/Corbis/AP Images] 


FIGURE 39. (below) “Big Man” Elbert Howard (speaking), deputy minister of defense, 
and Audrea Jones [in white hat), leader of the Boston chapter of the Party, hold a press 
conference in front of the Black Panther Party office in Philadelphia in September 
1970 during a national Party convention. (Stephen Shames/Polaris Images) 





FIGURE 40. Black Panther Party members congregate in front of the Party's 
Community Information Center in Washington, DC, 1970. The banner over the 
window reads “Free Clothing; Free Bobby; Free Huey.” The Black Panther standing 
on the steps in the black dress is Maria Edwards. (David Fenton/Getty Images) 





FIGURE 41. Omaha Black Panther Party members (left to right] Robert Cecil, Robert 
Griffo, Frank Peate, Gary House, and William Peak leave the Omaha Central Police 
Station June 27, 1969, just after their release from questioning. (AP Photo] 





FIGURE 42. (above] A speaker at a Black Panther Party rally in Philadelphia on 
September 6, 1970, lights up the crowd with the chant “Power to the People!” 
(© Bettmann/Corbis/AP Images) 


FIGURE 43. (below) Black Panther minister of education George Murray started the 
student mobilization to demand black studies curricula and increased enrollment 
at San Francisco State College in the fall of 1968. The Third World Strike there 
drew broad participation of Latino, Asian American, and white students. Boldly 
confronting Nixon and Reagan's Law and Order politics, the strike made regular 
university operations impossible through much of the academic year and eventually 
led the administration to institute black and ethnic studies programs, inspiring 
similar mobilizations around the country. (Stephen Shames/ Polaris Images) 





FIGURE 44. Asian American and Latino activists rally in support of the Black Panther 
Party on the steps of the Alameda County courthouse in Oakland, where Huey 
Newton was incarcerated, 1969. The Black Panther Party saw the Black Liberation 
Struggle as part of the global struggle against oppression and drew strong allied 
support from many nonblacks. {© Roz Payne] 





FIGURE 45. Members of the Puerto Rican Young Lords Organization are led out of 
an East Harlem church in New York on January 7, 1970, by members of the sheriff's 
office. More than one hundred policemen sealed off the area around the church in 
their effort to end the sit-in that began December 28. The Young Lords sought to 
use the church space in the morning to conduct their Free Breakfast for Children 
Program and were granted space by other churches in the neighborhood following 
the sit-in. (AP Photo) 





FIGURE 46. [above] A group of feminists march in support of the Black Panther Party 
in New Haven, November 1969. The Black Panther Party embraced the ideals of 
gender equality and gay liberation and sought to forge alliances with women’s and 
gay rights organizations. (David Fenton/Getty Images) 


FIGURE 47. (below] Black Panther chief of staff David Hilliard speaks at Yale 
University on May 1, 1970. Tens of thousands of supporters mobilized in New Haven 
that day in advance of the trials of Bobby Seale and Ericka Huggins. Many believed 
that the government fabricated charges against the Panther leaders to repress 

the Party. Hilliard is accompanied by Elbert Howard (in beret] and New Left allies, 
including (on left} Tom Hayden and David Dellinger and (to right of Howard) Lee Weiner, 
Rennie Davis, and Abbie Hoffman. To avoid conflict with the Panthers, Yale president 
Kingman Brewster questioned the fairness of the judicial system, drawing outrage 
from President Nixon. The protest helped spark a nationwide wave of student 
protests in May 1970 and mobilized more than four million students, shutting down 
many campuses for the remainder of the year. (Fred W. McDarrah/Getty Images) 
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FIGURE 48. [above] Hundreds of people rally in Stockholm, Sweden, on September 21, 
1969, in solidarity with the Black Panther Party. Portraying their struggle as part of 
a global revolution against imperialism, the Black Panthers generated strong sup- 
port and powerful allies throughout the world. {© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 


FIGURE 49. (below) Eldridge Cleaver, Black Panther minister of information, meets 
with representatives of the National Liberation Front for South Vietnam anda 
translator in the Vietnamese embassy in Algiers. A photograph of NLF Chairman 
Nguyén Hutu Tho is prominently displayed. Algeria hosted diplomatic exchanges with 
revolutionary independence movements and supportive governments throughout 
Africa and the world in the late 1960s and early 1970s. (H. K. Yuen Collection) 





FIGURE 50. Huey Newton is welcomed as an honored guest by Zhou Enlai, premier of 
China, in late September 1971. On October 1, tens of thousands of Chinese gathered 
in Tiananmen Square, waving red flags and applauding the Panthers. Revolutionary 
theater groups, folk dancers, acrobats, and the revolutionary ballet performed. 
Huge red banners declared, “Peoples of the World, Unite to Destroy the American 
Aggressors and Their Lackeys.” (© Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation) 


PART FIVE 


Concessions and Unraveling 


The Black Panther Party, as a national organization, is 
near disintegration. . .. The committee hearings document 
the steady decline in [party membership] during the last 
year. Furthermore, the feud between Eldridge Cleaver and 
Huey Newton threatens the start of a time of violence 

and terror within what remains of the Panther Party. 
Probably only remnants of the party will remain alive here 
and there to bedevil the police and enchant a few of the 
young, but its day as a national influence and influence 

in the black community seems over. It is hard to believe 
that only a little over a year ago the Panthers .. . ranked 
as the most celebrated ghetto militants. They fascinated 
the left, inflamed the police, terrified much of America, 
and had an extraordinary effect on the black community. 
Even moderate blacks, who disagreed with their violent 
tactics, felt that the Panthers served a purpose in focusing 
attention on ghetto problems and argued that they gave 

a sense of pride to the black community. . . . Liberals and 
idealists who once sympathized with the Panthers have... 
withdrawn their support. 


—House Committee on Internal Security, August 1971 
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Rupture 


On November 15, 1969, Black Panther chief of staff David Hilliard 
took the stage at Golden Gate Park in San Francisco at the West Coast 
Mobilization against the Vietnam War. As the senior Panther leader 
not in prison or exile, Hilliard was newly in charge of the national 
Party, having taken over when Bobby Seale was arrested in August. 
In the audience, more than one hundred thousand protestors rallied 
for peace—the largest protest ever held on the West Coast to date. 
Simultaneously, two hundred fifty thousand protestors gathered at the 
Washington Monument, which according to the New York Times was 
larger than any previous protest held in the U.S. capital—including 
the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. The crowds 
included plenty of the young radicals who had mobilized draft resis- 
tance and embraced anti-imperialism and revolution. But unlike the 
smaller and more radical antiwar actions of previous years, these 
crowds also included a large portion of moderates—waving American 
flags and politely expressing their desire for peace. A variety of Demo- 
cratic elected officials participated in that day’s mobilizations, including 
Senators Eugene McCarthy and George McGovern and San Francisco 
mayor Joseph Alioto.! 

When Hilliard’s time came to speak, he told his listeners that their 
American flags were symbols of fascism. Feeling out of his element, 
angry and defiant, he shouted, “We say down with the American fas- 
cist society! Later for Richard Milhous Nixon, the motherfucker.” A 
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segment of the audience booed, and Hilliard pushed further: “We will 
kill Richard Nixon. ... We will kill any motherfucker that stands in 
the way of our freedom!” Much of the crowd reacted with chants of 
“Peace! Peace! Peace!” and Hilliard was eventually chanted and booed 
off stage, an experience that would undoubtedly shape his concerns as 
a Party leader in the months to follow.” 

Underneath Hilliard’s rough handling of the crowd that day lay a 
deeper contradiction that would eventually destroy the Black Panther 
Party. The Party’s revolutionary politics of armed self-defense against 
the state had thrust it onto a national stage and won it significant polit- 
ical influence. But by late 1969, and increasingly into the 1970s, con- 
cessions by the political establishment to key constituencies eroded the 
bases of allied support for the Black Panthers’ politics. 


PURGES 


Maintaining discipline and protecting the Party’s reputation had always 
been a challenge. In the middle of the day on November 19, 1968, while 
using a Black Panther newspaper delivery truck clearly marked with 
large Black Panther logos painted on each side, William Lee Brent held 
up a gas station attendant in San Francisco at gunpoint, stealing eighty 
dollars. Seven other Black Panthers were in the vehicle at the time, but 
Brent acted alone. When police pulled over the vehicle, Brent jumped 
out and shot at the officers, injuring three.’ 

In noninsurgent organizations, established laws and customs are 
assumed and largely respected. Maintaining organizational coherence 
may be challenging, but transgressions of law and custom are generally 
outside of organizational responsibility. Within insurgent organizations 
like the Black Panther Party, law and custom are viewed as oppressive 
and illegitimate. Insurgents view their movement as above the law and 
custom, the embodiment of a greater morality. As a result, defining 
acceptable types of transgression of law and custom, and maintain- 
ing discipline within these constraints, often poses a serious challenge 
for insurgent organizations like the Black Panther Party. What sorts of 
violation of law and custom are consistent with the vision and aims of 
the insurgency? When William Lee Brent held up the gas station and 
shot three police, he was clearly breaking the law. But was he acting as 
a revolutionary or as a renegade from the revolution? 

From early in the Party’s history, the organization had tangled with 
these questions, issuing specific rules for member conduct that would 
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serve the Panthers’ political interests and threatening to expel anyone 
who defied these rules. Early in 1968, in response to politically embar- 
rassing police raids of Black Panther homes without legal warrants, 
Newton issued Executive Order No. 3 mandating that members defend 
their homes against unlawful raids and that any member who fails to 
do so “be expelled from the Party for Life.”4 

By the fall of 1968, as the Party became a national organization, it 
had to manage the political ramifications of actions taken by loosely 
organized affiliates across the country. The Central Committee in Oak- 
land codified ten Rules of the Black Panther Party and began publish- 
ing them in each issue of the Black Panther. These rules established 
basic disciplinary expectations, warning especially against haphazard 
violence that might be destabilizing or politically embarrassing. They 
prohibited the use of narcotics, alcohol, or marijuana while conduct- 
ing Party activities or bearing arms. The Party insisted that Panthers 
use weapons only against “the enemy” and prohibited theft from other 
“Black people.” But they permitted disciplined revolutionary violence 
and specifically allowed participation in the underground insurrection- 
ary “Black Liberation Army.” 5 

Brent’s robbery attempt occurred about a month after the Central 
Committee first published these rules. Not only did he act without the 
blessing of Party leaders, but the robbery and shooting of police was 
also politically embarrassing to the Party because it appeared as if the 
Party was orchestrating apolitical crime—and executing it poorly. The 
Central Committee called a press conference to condemn Brent and 
purge him from the Party: “William Brent, who allegedly pulled an 
$80.00 holdup in our newspaper distribution truck, is considered to be 
either a provocateur agent or an insane man.” The Central Committee 
argued more generally, “The Black Panther Party doesn’t advocate rov- 
ing gangs of bandits robbing service stations and taverns. Any member 
who violates the rules of the Black Panther Party is subject to summary 
expulsion.” 6 

At the same time, the Central Committee expanded the Rules of the 
Black Panther Party and published the new set of twenty-six rules in 
the Black Panther on January 4, 1969. Most of the new rules empha- 
sized organizational accountability, especially programmatic, ideo- 
logical, and financial accountability to the Central Committee: “All 
chapters must adhere to the policy and the ideology laid down by the 
Central Committee of the Black Panther Party.” They stipulated that 
“all Finance officers will operate under the jurisdiction of the Ministry 
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of Finance.” To keep abreast of local activities, the committee also 
mandated that “all chapters must submit weekly reports in writing to 
National Headquarters.”” 

In January 1969, to manage the rapid growth of the Party and con- 
strain impolitic actions of the new members, the Central Committee 
froze membership. On January 12, Bobby Seale told the press, “We 
now have 45 [chapters]... . We aren’t taking in any new members for 
the next three to six months.... We are turning inward to tighten 
security, [to] get rid of agents and provocateurs and to promote politi- 
cal education among those who have joined the Panthers but still don’t 
understand what we’re all about.” 

The Black Panther Party derived its power largely from the insurgent 
threat it posed to the established order—its ability to attract members 
who were prepared to physically challenge the authority of the state. 
But this power also depended on the capacity to organize and discipline 
these members. When Panthers defied the authority of the Party, acted 
against its ideological position, or engaged in apolitical criminal activ- 
ity, their actions undermined the Party, not least in the eyes of poten- 
tial allies. The Panthers could not raise funds, garner legal aid, mobi- 
lize political support, or even sell newspapers to many of their allies if 
they were perceived as criminals, separatists, or aggressive and undisci- 
plined incompetents. The survival of the Party depended on its political 
coherence and organizational discipline. 

As the Party grew nationally and increasingly came into conflict 
with the state in 1969, maintaining discipline and a coherent polit- 
ical image became more challenging. The tension between the anti- 
authoritarianism of members in disparate chapters and the need for 
the Party to advance a coherent political vision grew. One of the prin- 
cipal tools for maintaining discipline—both of individual members and 
of local chapters expected to conform to directives from the Central 
Committee—was the threat of expulsion. 

By the spring of 1969, the individual most responsible for tending to 
the political image of the Party was David Hilliard. With Huey Newton 
in jail, Eldridge Cleaver in exile, and Bobby Seale in high demand as 
a public speaker, Hilliard managed the Party’s day-to-day operations. 
His responsibilities only increased when Seale was incarcerated in 
August. Hilliard personally carried much of the burden of maintaining 
Party discipline. 

In an interview about the New York 21 in April 1969, Hilliard 
sought to protect the image of the New York chapter and the Party by 
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challenging the notion that New York Panthers had planned to blow 
up department stores: “It is very absurd to think of an organization 
with the magnitude of the Black Panther Party, with some 40 chapters 
at this point, to risk the destruction of one of our most revolutionary 
chapters, one of our better organized chapters, by going around talking 
about blowing up department stores. It is something that our Central 
Committee does not endorse. It is just another lie.”? 

Hilliard explained the importance of the purge for maintaining Party 
discipline: “We relate to what Lenin said, ‘that a party that purges itself 
grows to become stronger.’ The purging is very good. You recognize 
that there is a diffusion within the rank and file of the party, within the 
internal structure of the party. So the very fact that you purge strength- 
ens the party. . . . You will become stronger, more of a fortress... . Our 
doors are not open to anyone that decides that they want to join the 
party.” !° Later that year, in an interview from exile, Eldridge Cleaver 
echoed those ideas, explaining the need for purges: 


One thing that’s important, a lot of people don’t understand why a lot of 
people were purged from the Party. During the time when Huey Newton 
was going to trial . . . because of the necessity of mobilizing as many people 
as possible... we started just pulling people in. ... In order to maximize 
the number of people we pulled in, we did not argue with people if they put 
on a black leather jacket or black berets, or said that they were Panthers. 
They just walked in and said they support Huey Newton and they wanted 
to join our organization. We didn’t have time to conduct our political edu- 
cation classes. .. . They proved to be very undisciplined . . . so we just came 
down hard.'! 


As the Party continued to expand in 1969 and 1970, so did con- 
flicts between the actions of members in local chapters across the coun- 
try and the political identity of the Party—carefully groomed by the 
Central Committee. When members violated discipline, the Party lead- 
ership often expelled them and published these expulsions in the Black 
Panther. A sampling of a few of these purges provides a sense of the 
ongoing efforts of the national Party to restrain undisciplined, embar- 
rassing, and “counterrevolutionary” actions by members in local chap- 
ters around the country: 


In February 1969, the Party published a statement by John Huggins 
after his death in which he declared, “The Black Panther Party, So. 
California chapter, in compliance with the directive of the Central 
Committee of the Black Panther, has moved to purge this chapter’s 
ranks of provocateur agents, kooks, and avaricious fools.” 
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In March, the Party expelled thirty-eight members of the east Oak- 
land chapter, listing each by name. The Party purged twenty-six mem- 
bers of the Vallejo chapter, listing them by name and charging them 
with being “Renegade, Counter-Revolutionaries, and Traitors.” 3 

In April, shortly before the Rackley murder, the Party expelled 

a Connecticut Panther on suspicion of being a provocateur.“ 

In May, the Party expelled a Chicago member for speaking in 

the name of the Party without authorization.!° 

In June, the Party expelled two members for cooperating with a 
Senate investigation of the Panthers, and it purged three members 
of the Harlem branch.!® 

In July, the Party purged Chico Neblett, a national field marshal of 
the Party, and sixteen other members of the Boston chapter. The 
Party gave the following rationale: “A bunch of cultural national- 
ist fools led by Chico Neblett attempted to undermine the people’s 
revolution. These pea-brained counter-revolutionaries tried to go 
against the teachings of the Minister of Defense and take over the 
Boston Branch of the Black Panther Party. They failed in their 
attempt and were purged from the party. Chico joined the party 
with the other boot-licker Stokely Carmichael . . . talking about 
some madness he called Pan-Africanism. . . . By going against the 
teachings of Huey P. Newton, Chico has said ‘fuck the people,’ 
fuck the Party, and the complete and total liberation of blacks 

here in fascist America.” !” 

In August, the Party expelled a Denver Panther for threatening 
other Party members.!® 

In the following months, the Party expelled three more members 
from east Oakland “because of their individualistic views and aver- 
sion to discipline.” The Party also expelled a member from Chicago 
because he “refused to relate to organizational discipline,” and 
ejected two members of the Harlem branch for “embezzling,” and 
“showing a disregard for the principles which guide our party.” ! 


CONCESSIONS 


The resilience of the Black Panthers’ politics depended heavily on sup- 
port from three broad constituencies: blacks, opponents of the Vietnam 
War, and revolutionary governments internationally. Without the sup- 
port of these allies, the Black Panther Party could not withstand repres- 
sive actions against them by the state. But beginning in 1969, and 
steadily increasing through 1970, political transformations undercut 
the self-interests that motivated these constituencies to support the Pan- 
thers’ politics. As mainstream Democratic leaders opposed the war and 
Nixon scaled back the military draft, blacks won broader social access 
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and political representation, and revolutionary governments entered 
diplomatic relations with the United States, the Panthers had greater 
difficulty sustaining allied support. 

First, major concessions by the political establishment and the Nixon 
administration on the Vietnam War eroded the basis of war opponents’ 
support for the Panthers politics. At the disastrous Chicago convention 
in August 1968, the Democratic Party leadership had pushed through 
a prowar candidate and prowar platform against the will of the Dem- 
ocratic Party base and lost the presidency as a result. But since then, 
the Democratic Party leadership had increasingly called for an end to 
the Vietnam War. In a party caucus organized by Democratic national 
chairman Fred Harris on September 26, 1969, about a dozen U.S. sen- 
ators and a dozen U.S. representatives mapped out a strategy to “force 
a confrontation with the [Nixon] Administration that could lead to 
the withdrawal of all American troops from Vietnam.” The caucus 
decided to push for a congressional resolution endorsing the nation- 
wide antiwar “moratorium” protests organized for October 15 and 
considered attempting to prevent the U.S. Senate from meeting on that 
day as a gesture of solidarity with the protestors.2° On October 6, in 
the buildup to the October 15 protests, a bipartisan committee unveiled 
a resolution cosponsored by 108 U.S. congressmen, about one-quarter 
of the House of Representatives, calling for withdrawal of troops from 
Vietnam.”! On October 9, seventeen U.S. senators and 47 U.S. repre- 
sentatives sent an open letter to the Vietnam Moratorium Committee 
endorsing the upcoming national antiwar protest.” 

Richard Nixon responded dramatically to the growing antiwar con- 
sensus. Elected president in 1968 on a Law and Order platform, he 
promised both to quell the antiwar rebellions in the streets and to 
quickly end the war in Vietnam and bring the troops home. In office, 
he promised “Vietnamization” of the war, shifting responsibility for 
the war to U.S. allies in Vietnam and allowing gradual withdrawal of 
U.S. troops. Even as Nixon increased repression of domestic activists, 
he made good on this promise to de-escalate. When he took office in 
January 1969, U.S. troop levels were at their peak, with over 540,000 
military personnel in Vietnam. In the first year of his presidency, 
12,214 U.S. soldiers were killed there. But by 1970, there were about 
475,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam, and 4,221 U.S. soldiers were killed 
that year, about a third the number killed the previous year. By the end 
of 1971, troop levels had dipped below 160,000, with 1,381 U.S. troops 
killed, about one-ninth the number in 1969.73 
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Perhaps even more important, Nixon sharply reduced the military 
draft that had motivated many young people to embrace revolution- 
ary anti-imperialism. Vietnam War draft inductions peaked in the late 
1960s, with more than 225,000 soldiers inducted every year from 1965 
through 1969. The Nixon administration inducted fewer than 165,000 
new soldiers in 1970 and fewer than 95,000 new soldiers in 1971. By 
then, the majority of Americans embraced arguments against the war. 
Yet as long as Nixon followed through on his de-escalation of the war, 
people had less reason to embrace the anti-imperialist politics that 
had generated the antiwar movement—contributing to the moderation 
of the antiwar movement even as it grew.”4 Once it appeared the war 
would be ended through institutionalized political means, those prin- 
cipally committed to ending the draft and war no longer shared a per- 
sonal stake in radically transforming political institutions. Many now 
increasingly saw the Panthers’ call for revolution as unnecessary. 

From 1969 onward, increasing electoral representation as well as affir- 
mative action programs and growing access to government employment 
and elite education also weakened the basis of support for the Panthers’ 
revolutionary politics among blacks. From the end of Reconstruction 
(1877) until 1969, no more than six black people had held a seat in the 
U.S. House of Representatives at once. But just two years later, black 
representation more than doubled, with thirteen black people holding 
seats in the U.S. House of Representatives by 1971. The number con- 
tinued to grow throughout the decade, reaching eighteen seats in 1981 
and more than forty seats today.” Following the disaster at the 1968 
Democratic Party convention in Chicago, the Democratic Party reached 
out to black electoral activists and reformed the nomination process 
with the McGovern-Fraser Commission. Black representation among 
party delegates more than doubled by 1972, to about 15 percent.?6 
Black electoral representation generally ballooned in the early 1970s. 
Whereas in March 1969, 1,125 black people held political offices across 
the United States, by May 1975, the number had more than tripled to 
3,499. This figure included 281 black officeholders in state legislative 
or executive offices, 135 mayors, 305 county executives, 387 judges and 
elected law enforcement officers, 939 elected board of education mem- 
bers, and 1,438 people holding other elected positions in municipal gov- 
ernment.” During this period, a variety of radical black organizations 
decided to work toward a unified black electoral program that would 
cross the political spectrum. This notion was promoted in the 1972 
National Black Political Convention in Gary—what political scientist 
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Cedric Johnson called a “shotgun wedding of the radical aspirations of 
Black Power and conventional modes of politics.” While the program- 
matic statements of the convention contained radical rhetoric, the prin- 
cipal political outcome was to help establish moderate black “politi- 
cos ...as the chief race brokers in the post-segregation context.””8 
While the liberal establishment sought to redress black radicalism 
through social spending by extending Johnson’s Great Society pro- 
grams and facilitating the expansion of black electoral representation, 
President Nixon intensified the government’s repression of black radi- 
cals. But even the right-wing Republican president sought to appeal 
to moderate blacks, bringing more into the middle class by expanding 
both civil service opportunities and official affirmative action outreach. 
Nixon had long advocated jobs programs as a way to redress black 
radicalism. In the summer of 1967, following the massive rebellions 
in Newark and Detroit, Nixon took the position that “jobs is the gut 
issue” in racial unrest.*? In 1969, his first year in office, Nixon pushed 
through the first federal affirmative action policy, the “Philadelphia 
Plan,” which established explicit, government-determined quotas for 
hiring blacks and other minorities on federally funded construction 
projects.*° 
Also during this period, many top predominantly white colleges and 
universities expanded their enrollment of blacks and other underrepre- 
sented students of color. These institutions also developed black studies 
programs in the wake of campus protests. Scholars have documented 
the crucial role of Black Panther Party activists at San Francisco State 
College in fomenting the national movement. They have also pointed 
to the important role of wealthy philanthropists—especially the Ford 
Foundation—in shaping black studies programs as a means of social 
control. While fewer than 5 percent of research universities offered 
black studies programs in 1967, by 1971, more than 35 percent did.*! 
Ballooning electoral representation, government hiring, affirma- 
tive action, and reform of college and university access and curricula 
granted blacks greater institutional channels for participating in Amer- 
ican society and politics. This increasing access to mainstream institu- 
tions undercut the basis for blacks’ support of the Panthers’ politics. 
At the same time that the domestic climate was shifting, the interna- 
tional basis of support for the Black Panther Party began to contract as 
the United States opened diplomatic relations with revolutionary govern- 
ments around the world. Chinese state sponsorship of a Black Panther 
delegation in 1970 and then the high state honors shown Huey Newton 


350 | Concessions and Unraveling 


during his visit in 1971 indicated the extent of global support for the 
Party. Yet underneath the surface symbolism, the 1971 visit also indi- 
cated that the foundations of global support for the Panthers’ revolu- 
tionary politics were shaky at best. Earlier that spring, China had wel- 
comed the professional U.S. table tennis team, giving rise to the popular 
term “ping-pong diplomacy.” Newton’s state-sponsored visit to China 
also followed the visit of Henry Kissinger and came amid planning for a 
visit by President Nixon himself. During an event honoring Newton and 
the Panthers, Premier Zhou Enlai revealed the importance of ping-pong 
diplomacy to the Chinese government by attributing it to Mao Zedong 
himself—chairman of the Chinese Communist Party and the top Chinese 
political leader. Zhou said China was ready to negotiate with the United 
States or to fight it, as the case may be.32 Apparently Chinese sponsor- 
ship of the Panthers was part of a symbolic politics intended to send 
Zhou’s message to the United States. As Sino-U.S. relations improved in 
the 1970s, China’s support for the Panthers evaporated. 

Algerian support for the Panthers also weakened as relations with 
the United States improved. The U.S. government had recognized Alge- 
rian independence in 1962 and established diplomatic relations. But 
Algeria severed diplomatic relations in 1967 following the Arab-Israeli 
War. While challenging U.S. geopolitical hegemony, Algeria became an 
important locus of support for independence movements throughout 
Africa and the world in the late 1960s. But economic relations with the 
United States continued and the U.S. government maintained an Inter- 
ests Section through the Swiss embassy in Algiers. When Eldridge and 
Kathleen Cleaver arrived in Algeria in 1969, American oil companies 
and personnel were already heavily involved in the Algerian oil indus- 
try. The Panthers received support from the Algerian government but 
in the shifting geopolitical context, their status was never secure. Even 
before the Algerian government granted the Panthers formal diplomatic 
status and an embassy in Algiers, an Algerian official told the Cleav- 
ers that Algeria would eventually resume diplomatic relations with the 
United States. In the 1970s, Algerian relations with the United States 
improved, and support for the Panthers deteriorated. In 1972, Algeria 
terminated the Panthers’ diplomatic status and expelled them from the 
country. So while the Panthers enjoyed strong support from Algeria as 
a foreign liberation movement from 1969 until 1971, the shifting geo- 
political situation soon dissolved this relationship.* 

Cuban support for the Black Panthers also shifted during the late 
1960s. When Eldridge Cleaver fled to Cuba as a political exile in late 
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1968, Cuba not only provided safe passage and security but promised to 
create a military training facility for the Party on an abandoned farm out- 
side Havana. This promise was consistent with the more active role Cuba 
had played in supporting the Black Liberation Struggle in the United 
States in the early 1960s, when it sponsored the broadcast of Robert 
Williams’s insurrectionary radio program “Radio Free Dixie,” as well as 
publication of his newspaper, the Crusader, and his book Negroes with 
Guns. But, as the tide of revolution shifted globally toward the end of the 
decade, security concerns took on higher priority in Cuban policy. Eager 
to avoid provoking retaliation from the United States, Cuba distanced 
itself from the Black Liberation Struggle, continuing to allow exiles but 
refraining from active support of black insurrection. The government 
never opened a military training ground for the Panthers, instead placing 
constraints on the political activities of Panther exiles.*4 

As the United States scaled back the war in Vietnam; reduced the 
military draft; improved political, educational, and employment access 
for blacks; and improved relations with former revolutionary govern- 
ments around the world, the Black Panthers had difficulty maintaining 
support for politics involving armed confrontation with the state. 

More comfortable and secure with the ability of mainstream politi- 
cal institutions to redress their concerns—especially the draft—liberals 
went on the attack, challenging the revolutionary politics of the Black 
Panther Party. On January 14, 1970, the Party held a fund-raiser at the 
Park Avenue duplex of Leonard Bernstein, the conductor laureate of 
the New York Philharmonic. The Panther delegation was led by Field 
Marshal Don Cox and included members of the New York Panthers, 
wives of the New York 21, and Party lawyers. About ninety members 
of New York’s high society attended, including Cynthia Phipps, Otto 
Preminger, Mrs. August Heckscher, and of course Felicia and Leonard 
Bernstein. The guests discussed Panther ideology, and the Panthers 
collected $10,000 in donations. The next day, the New York Times 
published a devastating account of the event by women’s-page edi- 
tor Charlotte Curtis in which she ridiculed Bernstein for hosting the 
meeting.*> Tom Wolfe took up the parody in a major feature—almost 
twenty-five thousand words long—published in New York magazine. 
In his semifictional account, “Radical Chic,” Wolfe depoliticized the 
Party’s support, portraying the Black Panthers as hustlers cashing in 
on their street credentials by catering to the exotic tastes of the super- 
aesthetic elite. In November, Wolfe republished the essay in book form, 
adding the related essay “Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers.” 36 
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The following February, the New Yorker published a long article 
by Edward Jay Epstein questioning the veracity of some of the Pan- 
thers’ claims of repression by police, specifically challenging the idea 
that Panther deaths “represent a pattern of systematic destruction.” 
Reviewing the available evidence about violent confrontations in which 
Panthers had been killed, Epstein wrote, “The idea that the police 
have declared a sort of open season on the Black Panthers is based 
principally, as far as I can determine, on the assumption that all the 
Panther deaths .. . occurred under circumstances that were similar to 
the Hampton-Clark raid. This is an assumption that proves, on exam- 
ination, to be false.”37 At that time, documentation of the FBI’s role 
in the national repression of the Black Panther Party, particularly its 
COINTELPRO activities, was unavailable, so Epstein’s detailed review 
of the circumstantial evidence and conclusion that there was no coor- 
dinated repression of the Party seemed convincing. Epstein’s argument 
was widely quoted in the news media and did a lot to undermine allied 
support for the Black Panthers.** David Frost invited Panther lawyer 
Charles Garry to debate Edward Epstein on his show, where Frost and 
Epstein teamed up against Garry to attack his claims of coordinated 
repression of the Panthers.*? 

The liberal establishment avoided such attacks on the Panthers when 
the Party was a small local organization. And such jabs would have 
found less resonance in 1968 and 1969 as black rebellions swept U.S. 
cities and political leaders offered no credible redress to the draft. But 
liberal readers of the New Yorker and New York magazine were much 
more apt to embrace ridicule of the Black Panthers’ anti-imperialism 
once their children were not likely to be drafted and killed in Vietnam. 

Ironically, even as attacks on the Panthers by the liberal establish- 
ment gathered steam, the Party peaked both in notoriety and in the 
level of financial support it garnered from donors.*° This created a 
political pressure cooker. At the same time that the Party was becom- 
ing increasingly dependent on allies, broad support for its revolution- 
ary politics was becoming harder to maintain. The Party faced steadily 
increasing pressure from potential supporters to defend its image. 


CONTRADICTIONS 


The contradictory pressures of retaining the support of ever more com- 
placent allies, on the one hand, and continuing the politics of armed 
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self-defense against the police, on the other, came to a head when 
Huey Newton was set free. On August 5, 1970, Newton was released 
from prison on a technicality. By that time, the vast majority of cur- 
rent members of the Black Panthers had joined the Party while Newton 
was in prison, and almost all had worked for his release. The release 
was a hard-won victory, and ten thousand people gathered outside the 
Alameda County jail to celebrate. Surrounded by a sea of supporters, 
Newton climbed atop the Volkswagen of his lawyer Alex Hoffman— 
a makeshift stage in the hot sun. David Hilliard and Geronimo Pratt, 
the two most influential Panthers not in prison or exile at that time, 
flanked Huey. Chief of Staff Hilliard, wearing a long black trench coat 
and black sunglasses, stood behind Newton with outstretched arms 
and proudly announced Newton’s freedom to the crowd. Geronimo 
Pratt did not have the formal rank that Hilliard did but was widely 
recognized and respected. He was the deputy minister of defense and 
the leader of the Los Angeles chapter that had successfully withstood 
the onslaught of the police and federal agents eight months earlier. 
Wearing a stylish brimmed hat, dark jacket, and black sunglasses, he 
surveyed the crowd for any threats to Newton’s safety. In the heat of 
the sun and the enthusiasm of the crowd, Newton began to sweat. In 
a symbolic gesture, signifying his liberation won by the people, Huey 
stripped off his shirt, displaying his prison-buffed physique to awe- 
struck supporters.*! 

Many Panthers hoped that Huey would resolve the challenges the 
Party faced and lead them successfully to revolution. But his release 
had the opposite effect, exacerbating the tensions within the Party. 
Some rank-and-file Panthers took Huey’s long-awaited release as a pre- 
lude to victory and a license to violence, and their aggressive militarism 
became harder to contain.*? Organizationally, the Party had grown 
exponentially in Newton’s name but was actually under the direction 
of other leaders. His release forced a reconfiguration of power in the 
Party. 

Paradoxically, Newton’s release also made it harder for the Party 
to maintain support from more moderate allies. It sent a strong mes- 
sage to many moderates that—contrary to Kingman Brewster’s famous 
statement three months earlier—a black revolutionary could receive a 
fair trial in the United States. The radical Left saw revolutionary prog- 
ress in winning Huey’s freedom, but many moderate allies saw less 
cause for revolution. 
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When Newton first got out of prison, he presented a highly milita- 
rized and insurrectionary vision for the Party. In an interview about a 
week after his release, he stated, 


Our program is armed struggle. We have hooked up with the people who 
are rising up all over the world with arms, because we feel that only with 
the power of the gun will the bourgeoisie be destroyed and the world 
transformed... . I think that [the most important inspiration for the 
Black Panthers is] not only Fidel and Che, Ho Chi Minh and Mao and 
Kim I! Sung, but also all the guerilla bands that have been operating in 
Mozambique and Angola, and the Palestinian guerillas who are fighting 
for a socialist world... . The guerillas who are operating in South Africa 
and numerous other countries all have had great influence. We study and 
we follow their example. We are very interested in the strategy that’s being 
used [by Carlos Marighella] in Brazil, which is an urban area, and we plan 
to draw on that. 


However romantic some may have found the analogy between the 
Black Panther Party and guerilla groups abroad, or the Party’s advo- 
cacy of guerilla-type actions, the Party never directly organized gue- 
rilla warfare. Unlike the situation in Vietnam or Cuba, guerilla war- 
fare was never politically practical in the United States. In the United 
States, the state capacity for violent repression was enormous, many 
constituencies had significant recourse through institutionalized pol- 
itics and civil society, and only a very small portion of the populace 
supported guerilla warfare tactics. Within three months of his release, 
Newton had moderated his position considerably to fit the responsibili- 
ties of managing the national Panther organization and to maintain 
support from allies. Ina November 18, 1970, speech at Boston College, 
Newton downplayed armed struggle and emphasized the role of the 
Party in providing community social service programs, which he now 
called “survival programs”: 


Tonight, I would like to outline for you the Black Panther Party’s program 
and also explain how we arrived at our ideological position and why we 
feel it necessary to institute a Ten Point Program. A Ten Point Program is 
not revolutionary in itself, nor is it reformist. It’s a survival program. We 
feel that we, the people are threatened with genocide because racism and 
fascism is rampant. ... We intend to change all of that. In order to change 
it, there must be a total transformation. But until such time that we can 
achieve that total transformation, we must exist. In order to exist, we must 
survive, so, therefore, we need a survival kit. The Ten Point Program is a 
survival kit, brothers and sisters. In other words, it is necessary for our 
children to grow up healthy, with minds that can be functional and cre- 
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ative. They cannot do this if they do not get the correct nutrition. That is 
why we have a breakfast program for children. We also have community 


health programs. We have a bussing program.... This too is a survival 
44 


program. 
In the same speech, Newton also heralded the idea of “revolutionary 
suicide.” Unlike guerilla warfare, which is an offensive strategy, the 
idea was basically defensive: 


We say that if we must die, then we will die the death of the revolution- 
ary suicide. The revolutionary suicide that says that if Iam put down, if I 
am driven out, I refuse to be swept out with a broom. I would much rather 
be driven out with a stick, because with the broom, when I am driven out, 
it will humiliate me and I will lose my self-respect. But if I am driven out 
with the stick, then at least I can remain with the dignity of a man and die 
the death of a man, rather than die the death of a dog. Of course, our real 
desire is to live, but we will not be cowed, we will not be intimidated.*° 


As Newton settled into leadership of the national Black Panther or- 
ganization in late 1970, tensions between the Central Committee and 
some of the local chapters increased. Relations were especially charged 
between the New York chapter, one of the largest and best organized, 
and the national leadership. As mobilization for the New York Panther 
21 became one of the Party’s highest-profile campaigns, financial and 
ideological tensions widened this growing gulf. 

The financial conflict centered around who should control the money 
raised for the Panthers in New York. The lead East Coast fund-raiser 
was a white Jewish New Left ally, Martin Kenner. Kenner became 
director of the Black Panther Defense Committee in mid-1969 and 
began soliciting funds from progressives, largely to support the legal 
defense of the New York 21. He organized the famous dinner party at 
Leonard Bernstein’s house and reached out broadly to potential allies 
on the left. The money just trickled in at first. But with the publicity 
of the Chicago and New Haven trials, the murder of Fred Hampton 
and Mark Clark, and the raid on the L.A. office, the money started 
pouring in. Kenner later recalled, “Fred Hampton was murdered in 
Chicago. Four days later was the attack, on December 8, of the L.A. 
Panther[s].... At that point... the money started coming in to our 
offices in unbelievable amounts. We just had some ads in the paper and 
we got unsolicited, huge amounts of money. Thousands and thousands 
of dollars.... We had people just opening envelopes all day long.” 
In January 1970 alone, at least $100,000 came in small donations. 
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David Hilliard sent Masai Hewitt and Donald Cox to New York to 
help raise money. Soon some individuals were making single donations 
of $100,000 or more.*6 

According to Kenner, while donors contributed the funds because 
of the notoriety of the Black Panther Party generally, the New York 
Panthers thought they should be able to control the funds since most of 
the money was raised in their city: 


There . . . got to be bad blood because the Panther 21 said they felt neglected 
or something like this, and I just was horrified by this, because I knew how 
strongly David [Hilliard] had fought for them, and I also knew the origin 
of where their support came from, which wasn’t from their own. Because 
later on, to jump ahead, it really pissed me off because they said “Hey, all 
of this was support for us.” But I knew if it was the Panther 21 we wouldn’t 
have been able to do anything. ... If it wasn’t for the chaining of Bobby 
and... the notoriety ... none of these things would have happened... . 
They totally separated themselves, and they refused to acknowledge it.*” 


Further, according to Kenner, “part of this had to do also with the 
lawyers involved.” 48 Some of the lawyers working on the New York 21 
case were working in the background on a pro bono basis, while oth- 
ers were getting both pay and media attention. As a result, some of the 
lawyers who were not getting paid had hard feelings. When the Central 
Committee used some of the money raised in New York for other pur- 
poses, such as bailing out Panthers arrested in Los Angeles, the unpaid 
New York lawyers asked, “How could you do this?” *? 

On August 18, Geronimo Pratt skipped an appearance in Los Ange- 
les Superior Court on charges of possession of a bomb, and the court 
issued a bench warrant for his arrest. Facing multiple trials, Geron- 
imo went underground.*° He later recalled that he had wanted to 
avoid spending time in court that he could be spending building gue- 
rilla cadres in the South and conducting paramilitary training for Pan- 
ther members so they could better defend themselves.5! On September 
21, the L.A. Superior Court revoked Pratt’s bail and issued a further 
bench warrant for his arrest for failing to appear in court on charges of 
conspiracy to commit murder in the December 8 shoot-out. The Party 
posted $30,000 bail, all forfeited when he failed to appear in court. 

At first, the Party continued to support Geronimo. In an August 29 
article in the Black Panther, and again in a statement to the press on 
September 24, 1970, the Black Panther Party explained that Geronimo 
had gone underground. The statement explained that police were tar- 
geting Geronimo for extreme repression and that he had been unjustly 
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jailed thirty-seven times, as well as beaten and shot at by police numer- 
ous times since January 1969, when he was appointed deputy minis- 
ter of defense and placed in charge of the Southern California chap- 
ter of the Party. The Party emphasized Geronimo’s illustrious military 
career—noting the thirteen medals he had received before his honor- 
able discharge—and argued that “due to what the U.S. knew he could 
do with the very knowledge they had given him, and with his brilliant 
mind and devotion to his people, he suffered the severest attacks by the 
local and national police from that time on.” Geronimo went under- 
ground, the statement said, so that he would be free “to continue his 
hard work for the people.” 3 

But the harmony was not sustainable. Living underground cost 
money and raised political problems. Going underground was different 
from going into exile. When Geronimo went underground, he became 
an outlaw. Hiding out to avoid trial within the United States was a vio- 
lation of the law, a declaration of war on the legitimacy of the United 
States within its own territory. This was a very different position from 
the denunciation of U.S. legitimacy by an exile. Exiles posed no imme- 
diate challenge to the law. Going underground also sacrificed the moral 
high ground of fighting in the courts—an activity that garnered much 
support from allies. Further, anyone who sheltered Geronimo was also 
breaking the law. 

Moreover, living underground was expensive. Because of Geroni- 
mo’s stature and support within the Party, he believed that the Party 
should financially sustain him underground. Huey Newton disagreed. 
Geronimo’s friends recalled, “Newton stated that Geronimo demanded 
money. This is a half-truth. The leadership of the Panthers had refused 
to help him in his underground efforts while he and those with him 
were threatened with survival... . The refusal to support Geronimo 
made it more difficult for him to elude the pigs.” *4 

On December 9, 1970, the FBI and local police arrested Geronimo 
in Dallas, Texas, on the charges stemming from the December 8, 1969, 
siege. Along with Geronimo, they arrested Panthers Melvin “Cotton” 
Smith, Ellie Stafford, and Roland Freeman.” David Hilliard later 
recalled, “G.’s underground unit self-destructs. The guys call, com- 
plaining they need money, they’re bored, they’re in trouble. They have 
stupid shoot-outs, lack any self-discipline, and Geronimo can’t con- 
trol them. We create a telephone tree to avoid speaking to them on the 
bugged Central HQ lines. They use the wrong numbers anyway, saying 
adventuristic, incriminating things. Even when we chastise them, they 
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continue in their unrestrained ways. In early December the police cap- 
ture Geronimo in Dallas.”** The underground activities plus the lack 
of discipline, possibly instigated by agent provocateurs, threatened to 
seriously damage the image of the Party.°*” 

Meanwhile, from their refuge in Algeria, members of the Interna- 
tional Section of the Party promoted immediate guerilla warfare against 
the U.S. government. Eldridge Cleaver and Field Marshal Donald Cox 
regularly exhorted young blacks to violence in the pages of the Black 
Panther. In January 1971, Cox argued, “When a guerilla unit moves 
against this oppressive system by executing a pig or by attacking its insti- 
tutions, by any means—sniping, stabbing, bombing, etc.—in defense 
against the 400 years of racist brutality, murder, and exploitation, this 
can only be defined correctly as self-defense.” He quoted Brazilian gue- 
rilla Carlos Marighella: “Today, to be an assailant or terrorist is a qual- 
ity that ennobles any honorable man because it is an act worthy of a 
revolutionary engaged in armed struggle against the shameful military 
dictatorship and its monstrosities. .. . GUERILLA UNITS (self-defense 
groups) must be formed and blows must be struck against the slavemas- 
ter until we have secured our survival as a people.” 8 


MUTINY 


Over time, as developments outside the Party made it harder to sustain 
allied support, the demands upon the national organization to main- 
tain Party discipline increased. A swelling Party budget only exacerbated 
these tensions, heightening the need for Party discipline to please increas- 
ingly influential donors. Allocation of funding increasingly became a 
point of contention within the Party. Local leaders chafed at national 
Party discipline and the Party began to unravel. In the first two months 
of 1971, three of the most important Panther groups broke with the 
national organization. 

David Hilliard later recalled tensions during that period between 
some Panthers’ call for immediate revolutionary war and the limits of 
allied support: “I speak to Eldridge every day and am mindful of the 
cadre who want to pick up the gun. But the concept of the Party as a 
liberation army overthrowing the American government is not realistic. 
When we begin our attack who’s going to join us? Party comrades will 
jump off the moon if Huey tells them to. Our allies won’t.”*? 

On January 19, 1971, the New York Panther 21 published an open 
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letter to the Weather Underground in the East Village Other, not so 
subtly denouncing their own Black Panther Party national leadership. 
The Weather Underground was a splinter group that had broken off 
from the Students for a Democratic Society to engage in bombings and 
other acts of war. They believed that they would attract a large fol- 
lowing and help lead a revolutionary overthrow of the state, but they 
never attracted more than a handful of members willing to participate 
in guerilla warfare. Alongside a cartoonish graphic of a souped-up jeep 
with a semipornographic depiction of a woman blasting a top-mounted 
machine gun and the words “Instant Proletarian Vengeance” stenciled 
on the side, the New York Panthers praised the Weather Underground 
for embracing guerilla warfare and decried their own Party’s restraint. 

The Panther 21 asserted that the Black Panther Party was not the 
true revolutionary vanguard in the United States and hailed the Weather 
Underground as one of, if not “the true vanguard.” In line with the 
vanguardist ideology of the Weather Underground, the Panther 21 
argued that it was now time for all-out revolutionary violence that they 
believed would attract a broad following and eventually topple the cap- 
italist economy and the state: 


The only thing that will deal with reactionary force and violence is revolution- 
ary counter-force and counter-violence. . .. The Amerikkkan machine and its 
economy must be destroyed—and it can only be done with intelligent politi- 
cal awareness and armed struggle—revolution. ... as Che stated —“Armed 
struggle is the only solution for people who fight to free themselves”... . 
Revolution is—in the final analysis—ARMED STRUGGLE—revolution is 
VIOLENCE—revolution is WAR—revolution is BLOODSHED! How long 
have different successful national liberation fronts fought before they have 
won large popular support? Che stated—“A revolution is a handful of men 
and women with no other alternative but death or victory. At moments 
when death is a concept a thousand times more real and victory a myth 
that only a revolutionary can dream of.” Are you hip to Marighella—Carlos 
Marighella? ... “Revolutionary organization usually grows by two impor- 
tant methods: 1) grouping and training of political cadres to hold meetings 
and discuss documents and programs; 2) revolutionary action—its method 
is extreme violence and radicalization. We chose the latter because we feel it 
is the most convincing method and that the former leads—if not combined 
with the latter—to bourgeois tactics and loses initiative.”. ... The object is 
to 1) destroy the economy—like bombing sites which will affect the economy 
the most; 2) rip-off money, weapons, and etc; 3) sniping attacks. Bomb facto- 
ries, mine factories, gun factories, and bullet factories are needed. Let’s talk 
about “Large scale material damage”—this economy must fall—There is a 


war on.© 
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The New York Panther 21 also criticized the gradualist approach of 
the Black Panther Party Central Committee: 


We realize that this will be a protracted struggle—but when does protracted 
become non-movement—escapism isolation and retrogression?... . For 
instance, take a group, a party and its supporters with a few activists—it 
can move in a revolutionary manner against the pigs OR it can function— 
have a newspaper, hold rallies, conventions, congresses, etc.—then rheto- 
ricians rhetoric, functionaries function, printing presses print, delegates 
travel, international friendships grow, “leaders” become overwhelmed with 
“work”—then the prospects of armed struggle—real revolution—diminish. 
It gets lost in the “works”—it comes to be looked upon as adventurism— 
always premature—it might “sabotage” the legality of the party—(which 
if it was effective would be illegal anyway)—it might bring down too much 
repression—meanwhile, the fascists snatch out the activists who are not so 
noisy—but deemed more dangerous. Does this not sound familiar?! 


Meanwhile, as the New York Panthers denounced their own Party’s 
gradualism, Geronimo Pratt was still in prison in Dallas fighting his 
extradition to California. He tried calling Huey Newton and mem- 
bers of the Black Panther Party Central Committee but could not get 
through.” Then, on January 23, four days after the New York Panthers 
published their open letter, Huey Newton published a letter in the 
Black Panther purging from the Black Panther Party Geronimo Pratt— 
one of the most famous and well respected Black Panthers—along with 
his close allies Saundra Lee, Will Stafford, Wilfred “Crutch” Holiday, 
and George Lloyd. Newton claimed that while trying to survive under- 
ground, Geronimo had demanded money from the Party and threat- 
ened to kill David Hilliard if the Party did not provide it.© 

After learning that he had been purged, Geronimo signed the Cali- 
fornia extradition papers and was sent to face trial in Los Angeles. He 
desperately tried to reach someone in the Party headquarters to find 
out what was going on, but he was shut out. But when he spoke to 
Eldridge Cleaver in Algeria he found a welcome reception. Geronimo 
told an interviewer later that year, “I tried to contact David, somebody 
to lend an ear. It was like I was already tried and convicted. When 
Papa [Eldridge Cleaver] contacted me, it was like a fresh breath of life. 
Eldridge told me that he knew what was going on, that the brothers 
were not expelled, that he would talk to Huey.” 

About two weeks later, on February 8, two of the leading New 
York Panthers—Dhoruba Bin Wahad (Richard Moore) and Cetawayo 
Tabor—did not appear for their scheduled court date as part of the 
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New York 21 trial. In failing to appear, they forfeited $150,000 in bail 
money raised from Panther supporters. The judge ordered a warrant 
for their arrest. He also revoked the $200,000 bail of Joan Bird and 
Afeni Shakur, the only two other New York Panthers who were out 
free on bail, and returned them to prison.® 

At the same time, Huey Newton’s secretary, Connie Matthews, also 
disappeared, taking important Party records, including contact infor- 
mation for Black Panther allies in Europe. New York assistant dis- 
trict attorney Phillips, one of the prosecutors in the Panther 21 case, 
announced in court that Cetawayo Tabor had married Connie Mathews 
in California several months earlier and that Matthews had Algerian 
citizenship. He speculated that Matthews had obtained passports for 
Tabor and Dhoruba and that they had fled with her to Algeria.% 

Dhoruba Bin Wahad explained his decision to desert the Black 
Panther Party as a response to the increasing moderation of Newton, 
Hilliard, and the Central Committee and their efforts to appease 
wealthy donors. In a public statement in May 1971, Dhoruba wrote, 


We were aware of the Plots emanating from the co-opted Fearful minds of 
Huey Newton and the Arch Revisionist, David Hilliard. We knew of their 
desires to destroy, with their fear-oriented plans and bourgeois dreams, the 
only truly revolutionary organ of social change that Black People possessed 
[the Black Panther Party].... We therefore took up completely the war 
against our People’s oppressor—to either win or die.... It became clear 
almost a year ago that David Hilliard was destroying the desire in comrades 
to wage resolute struggle by confining the Party to mass rallies and “fund 
raising benefits.” Of course mass mobilization is important and money is 
necessary to function, but the effects that these restrictions have upon the 
mentality of a Brother or Sister is horrifying. . .. Obsession with fund rais- 
ing leads to dependency upon the very class enemies of our People. ... 
These internal contradictions have naturally developed to the Point where 
those within the Party found themselves in an organization fastly approach- 
ing the likes of the N.A.A.C.P.—dedicated to modified slavery instead of 
putting an end to all forms of slavery.®” 


On February 9, the day after Dhoruba and Tabor failed to appear 
in court and forfeited their $150,000 bail, the Central Committee ex- 
pelled most of the New York 21 from the Black Panther Party. In a 
mimeographed statement signed by Newton and distributed outside 
the courtroom at 100 Centre Street, the Central Committee called the 
New York renegades “enemies of the people.” The statement charged 
that by skipping bail, Dhoruba and Tabor “gave the pigs an excuse to 
throw Joan Bird and Afeni Shakur, four months pregnant, back into 


362 | Concessions and Unraveling 


maximum security,” jeopardized the possibility of bail for their co- 
defendants, and “propped up the dying case” of the prosecution.®* 

The cover of the February 13, 1971, issue of the Black Panther, under 
the headline “Enemies of the People,” featured photographs of Michael 
Cetawayo Tabor, Connie Matthews Tabor, and Dhoruba Bin Wahad 
and reproduced the mimeographed statement distributed outside the 
New York courtroom that expelled most of the New York Panthers 
from the Party.® The statement explained that nine imprisoned New 
York Panthers had already been expelled for their “Open Letter to the 
Weathermen” in January but that the leaders had kept the expulsion 
quiet as an intraparty matter until the trial was over. The disappear- 
ance of Tabor and Dhoruba had forced the Party to reveal the split. 

This sequence suggests that the Central Committee was concerned 
about how the Party’s allies and supporters, especially funders, would 
perceive the expulsions. The committee’s quick and high-profile expul- 
sion of the underground New York Panthers signaled that the leader- 
ship wanted to distance itself from any underground activities Dhoruba 
and Tabor might undertake and to make clear its disapproval of their 
forfeit of the bail money that Party donors had provided. The Central 
Committee still was willing to advocate revolution, but it would also 
try to further its cause in court—not in immediate armed struggle. And 
it wanted allies, supporters, and donors to know that.” 

On February 26, on the Jim Dunbar “A.M. Show” aired live on San 
Francisco’s ABC-TV affiliate, tensions in the Party exploded. From the 
studio, Huey Newton spoke with Eldridge Cleaver in Algiers via tele- 
phone. Cleaver demanded that Newton reinstate the New York 21 and 
that Newton expel Hilliard from the Party. Newton refused to continue 
the discussion.”! After the program, in a private phone call that Cleaver 
secretly recorded, Newton blasted Cleaver for airing Party business 
publicly and expelled him and the entire International Section from 
the Party. He told Cleaver he would have him cut off from the Party’s 
international allies: “I’m going to write the Koreans, the Chinese, and 
the Algerians and tell them to kick you out of our embassy, and to put 
you in jail.” 72 


FACTIONAL NASTINESS 


The factional dispute quickly intensified. Two days after the televised 
flare-up, Eldridge Cleaver and Donald Cox released videotapes to the 
U.S. press accusing Hilliard of turning the Panther organization into a 
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top-heavy and undemocratic bureaucracy that served his personal pur- 
poses and of purging those he did not favor. Cox called for the removal 
of David and June Hilliard from Party leadership by force: “Conditions 
should be created so they can’t even walk the streets. . . . They must not 
be allowed to go to any office of the Black Panther Party. This machin- 
ery that they are now using was built on the blood of our comrades, 
like Bobby and Bunchy... . And if Huey can’t understand this and 
relate to this then he’s got to go too.”” 

The cover of the March 6, 1971, issue of the Black Panther fea- 
tured an image of Kathleen Cleaver wearing shades and the headline 
“Free Kathleen Cleaver and All Political Prisoners.” Inside the issue, 
an article by Elaine Brown alleged that Eldridge Cleaver was beating 
Kathleen, preventing her from leaving Algiers, and not allowing her 
to talk with her fellow members of the Central Committee. Brown 
claimed that Kathleen was scheduled to speak on behalf of Bobby Seale 
on March 5 but Eldridge would not let her come. She also said that 
Eldridge had isolated Kathleen in North Korea and confiscated let- 
ters she tried to send to Oakland. She asserted that Eldridge was hav- 
ing multiple affairs but that he forbade Kathleen from doing the same. 
And she charged that Eldridge murdered Clinton “Rahim” Smith in 
Algiers for having an affair with Kathleen. She wrote, “Even though, if 
Kathleen is allowed to speak for herself, she will probably support the 
ravings of her personal, mad oppressor, we know that to speak other- 
wise at this time would be a death warrant for her.” 

Two days later, on Monday March 8, Black Panther Robert Webb 
was shot in the head and killed at 125th Street and Seventh Avenue in 
New York. In a press conference the following day, Zayd Shakur of 
the Cleaver-aligned New York Panthers asserted that Webb was shot 
while trying to “confiscate the reactionary rag sheet from two fools.” 
In other words, Shakur said that Webb was killed when he attempted 
to seize copies of the Black Panther that described Kathleen Cleaver 
as a political prisoner from two Newton allies who were distributing 
the newspaper on the street. Shakur also alleged that Webb had been 
killed because he had joined the call to dismiss or force the resigna- 
tion of David Hilliard, and he referred to the Newton faction as “revi- 
sionist” or “right wing.””> In another account of the killing, Shakur 
said, “The six or seven mad dog assassins who took the life of our 
brother Robert Webb were the first ones to arrive [in New York].””¢ 
The Panther Central Committee called this charge that they had sent 
someone to Harlem to kill Webb “ridiculous.””” No one was ever con- 


364 | Concessions and Unraveling 


victed of killing Webb.” Nevertheless, the killing was widely alleged to 
be a result of the factional dispute.” 

Samuel Napier was the national distribution manager for the Black 
Panther. Aligned with the Party’s national leadership, he worked out 
of New York City. On the afternoon of April 17, 1971, assailants shot 
Napier three times in the back, tied him to a bed in the headquar- 
ters of the Oakland-aligned Corona Queens Black Panther chapter, 
gagged him, shot him three times in the head, and then set the build- 
ing on fire. Burned beyond recognition, Napier’s body was identified 
through his fingerprints. Following a murder trial and a hung jury, 
New York Panthers Dhoruba Bin Wahad, Michael Hill, Eddie Jamal 
Joseph, and Irving Mason pled guilty to a reduced charge of attempted 
manslaughter. *° 


IDEOLOGICAL SPLIT 


Overall, relatively few Black Panther chapters challenged the national 
Party leadership.*! Most of the local Panther leadership across the 
country stuck with the Party. On March 20, 1971, alongside a notice 
that the International Section had “defected from the Black Panther 
Party,” the Black Panther published letters in which crucial national 
leaders proclaimed their loyalty.*? One letter was cosigned by Doug 
Miranda, leader of the New Haven mobilizations; Masai Hewitt, min- 
ister of education; “Big Man” Howard, editor of the Black Panther; 
Emory Douglas, minister of culture; and Bobby Rush, leader of the 
Chicago chapter. They declared their unequivocal support for Huey 
Newton and claimed that the “defection” of some Panthers actually 
strengthened the Party: “Corrosive elements of our Party . . . are falling 
off and purging themselves. Thus, they are cleansing our Party, so that 
we remain the strong invincible force we always were.” 

On trial for his life in New Haven, Bobby Seale wrote a letter con- 
demning Cleaver: “The Party accepts constructive criticism. . . . But the 
divisionary, counter-revolutionary actions and jive tactics of Eldridge 
Cleaver are doing nothing but aiding the pig power structure in their 
attempt to put in gas chambers and jails over 130 political prisoners, 
who are presently, like myself and Ericka, caught up in these jails, and 
are being railroaded to the gas chamber, where we're fighting for our 
lives in these trials... . There is no split in the Black Panther Party.” ** 
Another letter, from the San Quentin branch of the Black Panther 
Party, headed by George Jackson, derided Cleaver and declared strong 
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support for Newton. On August 7, 1970, George Jackson’s younger 
brother Jonathan Jackson, attempting to free George, was killed when 
he stormed into a court and kidnapped a judge. The support of the San 
Quentin branch was important for Newton because Eldridge Cleaver 
had widely heralded Jonathan Jackson as a martyr and lauded his insur- 
rectionary act the previous August as emblematic of the kind of action 
that was needed. The San Quentin branch’s endorsement of Newton did 
a lot to undermine Cleaver’s credibility.®° 

The number of recognized leaders who turned against Huey Newton 
and the national Party leadership in early 1971 remained small. But 
with the killings of Robert Webb and Sam Napier, the mutiny became 
the basis of a catastrophic ideological split. The split brought an end to 
the politics of the Black Panther Party that had enabled its growth from 
a local organization in the beginning of 1968 to a considerable national 
political power by the end of 1970. 

For these three years, the Panthers had had a winning recipe. Their 
politics of armed self-defense had tapped the wells of resistance among 
black youth, and the national organization had mobilized broad sup- 
port from a spectrum of black, antiwar, and international allies. This 
support in turn allowed the Party to flourish in the face of government 
repression and to sustain its anti-imperialist movement. In compari- 
son, most other Black Power organizations were politically impotent 
and did not come close to the Panthers in their effectiveness or influ- 
ence. Some, like Karenga’s US organization, remained small, tight-knit 
organizations, delivered no political consequences, and garnered a lim- 
ited national following. Others, like the Republic of New Afrika, chal- 
lenged the state and suffered heavy repression as a result, but—drawing 
little allied support—were unable to sustain or expand their struggle. 

While the Panthers’ strategy proved highly effective for three years, 
it eventually created significant organizational tensions. The Central 
Committee had an organization to run and a public face to maintain. 
As a consequence, it focused primarily on maintaining organizational 
coherence and allied support. Conversely, many members and local 
chapters participated in the Party because they wanted to challenge the 
status quo. They wanted to stand up to the police and to the system 
that oppressed them. But the boundaries between revolutionary action, 
adventurism, and criminal activity were not always clear. As a result, 
tensions developed between the necessarily independent activities of 
the local chapters, some of which bordered on open insurrection, and 
the Central Committee’s efforts to maintain allied support. 
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Between 1968 through 1970, three factors exacerbated these ten- 
sions. First, counterintelligence activities by the federal government 
worked to vilify the Party. The government recognized that raids and 
other forms of direct repression of the Panthers tended to legitimize 
their claims and increase allied support for the Party. Thus, it sought to 
discredit the Party by sowing internal conflict through agent provoca- 
teurs who fostered unpalatable and impolitic violence. The FBI master- 
minded campaigns to destroy the reputations of Black Panther leaders, 
such as the effort to pin the murder of Alex Rackley on Bobby Seale. 

Second, the success of the Party created a conflict between promot- 
ing insurrection and maintaining the Party’s image. For example, Huey 
Newton’s release from prison suggested to many potential allies that 
the Panthers could get justice in court but suggested to many rank- 
and-file members that they could get justice through armed resistance 
to police. And the increased influence and budget of the Party gave 
Panther leaders something to lose and something to fight over. But nei- 
ther of these first two factors—repression nor success—could on its 
own undermine the Party’s politics, and the Black Panthers continued 
to grow through 1969 and 1970, when it experienced both its greatest 
repression and its greatest success. 

The third factor that made Black Panther politics unsustainable was 
the establishment’s decision to offer political concessions to Panther 
allies, thereby shifting the political context and cutting into the Pan- 
thers’ ability to maintain allied support. As many of the Panthers’ 
potential allies among antiwar activists, black moderates, and others 
saw their interests addressed by government policy and rhetoric, they 
became less willing to support revolutionary activities. At the same 
time, normalization of diplomatic relations between the United States 
and the Panthers’ international allies made it ever more difficult for the 
Party to sustain international support. The times were changing, and 
the Black Panthers’ revolutionary politics of armed self-defense began 
to lose resonance. 

As the tension increased between the need to please potential allies 
and the commitment to the Panthers’ politics of armed self-defense, so 
did the tension between some chapters of the Party and the national 
leadership in Oakland. This tension was evident in the growing strife 
between the New York Panthers, the Cleavers, and Geronimo Pratt, on 
one side, and national Party leaders David Hilliard and Huey Newton, 
on the other. In each case, local leaders chafed against management by 
the national organization. 
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As internal and external pressures mounted, ideological differences 
began to solidify, pitting the Central Committee’s social democratic 
emphasis against the breakaway Party elements’ emphasis on guerilla 
warfare. With the mutiny, and especially with the deaths of Webb and 
Napier, this ideological split hardened. 

The killings of Webb and Napier may have had nothing to do with 
ideological differences. They could have resulted from simple factional 
power struggles, and it is hard to establish with certainty who com- 
mitted these murders. Nevertheless, the killings rendered insurrection- 
ary rhetoric untenable for the Party and crystallized a sharp ideologi- 
cal division. 

In previous cases in which Panthers were accused of killing a police 
officer or suspected informant, the Party could recast the charges as 
state repression. 

For example, the Party had argued that Huey was defending him- 
self against police brutality when Officer Frey was killed and that the 
FBI had likely ordered Rackley’s murder as a means of framing Bobby 
Seale and sending him to the gas chamber. The aggressive and often 
explicit repressive actions by the state in these cases and others, such as 
the killing of Fred Hampton while he slept in his bed, lent credibility 
to the Panther perspective and allowed the Party to continue advanc- 
ing insurrectionary rhetoric and still appeal to potential allies as vic- 
tims of oppression. 

But with heavy media coverage of vicious factionalism, the brutal 
murders of representatives of each faction, and the subsequent wide- 
spread accusations that the rival factions were responsible, the Panthers 
could not simultaneously maintain broad support and insurrectionary 
rhetoric. The Central Committee could not denounce Cleaver, the New 
York 21, and Geronimo—some of the most important former members 
of the Party—deny any role in the killing of Webb; credibly appeal to 
black, antiwar, and international allies for support against state repres- 
sion; and at the same time glorify armed resistance against the state. 

Instead, the Central Committee renounced immediate insurrection, 
denounced the “defecting” rival faction for its reckless embrace of 
insurrection, and insisted that the Panthers focus exclusively on social 
democratic programs until a sufficient mass of people was ready for rev- 
olution. This stance was a sharp departure from the rhetoric of armed 
resistance and the practical politics of armed self-defense against the 
police that had fed the Party’s explosive growth. 

The dissidents faced the same dilemma, unable to promote insurrec- 
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tionary rhetoric and expect to appeal to a broad base of potential allies. 
But whereas the Central Committee had been managing relations with 
allies all along, the rival faction had been chafing at the demands of its 
leadership. The New York 21 had already called for immediate insur- 
rection in their open letter to the Weather Underground in January, and 
the deaths of Webb and Napier only cemented this position. Abroad in 
Algiers, the Cleavers and their group yearned for action and felt cut off 
and restrained by the Oakland leadership. Eldridge Cleaver had been 
the main architect of the Party’s insurrectionary rhetoric. For him, a 
pacified call for social democracy held no appeal. Geronimo had gone 
underground and been arrested for illegal activities, and then was 
exiled by the Central Committee. Joining up with the Cleaverites and 
the call for immediate insurrection was his best—if not only—option. 

The politics of immediate insurrection was not completely with- 
out allied support. An extreme Left best exemplified by the Weather 
Underground—but also by some of the lawyers who continued to 
defend the New York 21 and Geronimo in court, some of the alter- 
native press, and a few wealthy funders—agreed fully and explicitly 
that immediate insurrection was essential. But the much broader base 
of allies that supported the national Panther organization in 1969 and 
1970 did not support this position. 

In the March 20, 1971, issue of the Black Panther, alongside dem- 
onstrations of support for the national Party leadership, the back 
cover featured the banner headline “Survival Pending Revolution” 
and a graphic of a woman carrying items labeled for the “People’s” 
programs: a bag of food labeled “Free Food Program,” shoes labeled 
“Free Shoes Program,” a blouse labeled “Free Clothing Program,” and 
a book labeled “Liberation Schools.” The woman wore a nurse’s cap 
labeled “free health clinics,” and a bus in the backgrounds bears the 
sign “free busing program.” The graphic included a quote by Huey 
Newton: “There must be total transformation. But until that time that 
we can achieve that total transformation, we must exist. In order to 
exist, we must survive; so therefore we need a survival kit.” 86 

On March 27, following the heavy denunciations of the Cleaver fac- 
tion and statements of allegiance to Huey Newton, the cover of the 
Black Panther featured photos of preschool and elementary-school 
children dressed in Panther uniforms and standing in formation. A 
large caption read, “The world is yours as well as ours, but in the last 
analysis, it is yours. You young people, full of vigour and vitality, are in 
the bloom of life, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. Our hope 
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is placed in you.” The paper featured stories about the Panther school 
and social programs and included many photos of Panther children 
reading, marching, playing, studying in class, and eating breakfast.*” 

With this issue, the Black Panther Party implemented a sweeping 
demilitarization of its image, a shift documented in the Black Panther 
issues for the first half of 1971. The first twelve issues of the Black 
Panther in 1971, through March 20, included 225 graphic images of 
weapons, an average of more than eighteen images of weapons per issue. 
In sharp contrast, the twelve issues published March 27 and thereafter 
contained only five portrayals of weapons, an average of less than one 
image every other issue.** 

In most issues of the Black Panther, the Party printed its Ten Point 
Program near the back of the paper. Until March 1971, the Ten Point 
Program layout prominently featured a photo of Huey carrying a shot- 
gun and bandolier with the caption “Huey P. Newton, Minister of 
Defense, Black Panther Party”; the top of the layout featured the Ten 
Point Program, and the bottom featured a photo of a machine gun. On 
March 13, the photos were removed and from March 27 onward, the 
Ten Point Program layout featured the large bold caption, “Serving the 
People Body and Soul” alongside Newton’s new title, “Servant of the 
People.” 

This graphic change was emblematic of a sea change in Party rheto- 
ric. From 1967 to 1969, 45 percent of political editorial articles in the 
Black Panther advocated “revolution now.” In 1970, that share jumped 
to 65 percent. But in 1971, it fell to 16 percent, and in 1972-73, it 
dropped below 1 percent. Conversely, advocacy of “traditional poli- 
tics” in political editorial articles in the Black Panther greatly increased 
after the split. From 1967 to 1969, only 7 percent of such articles advo- 
cated “traditional politics,” and less than 4 percent in 1970, compared 
with 32 percent in 1971 and almost 67 percent in 1972-73.°° 

As the national Party leadership moved toward social democratic 
rhetoric and away from talk of insurrection, the Cleaverite faction took 
an insurrectionary turn. On April 3, 1971, it began publishing its own 
newspaper, Right On!, advocating full and immediate insurrection. The 
paper was published with support from the Weathermen via an above- 
ground ally—the Independent Caucus of SDS at the State University 
of New York. The paper featured articles by Eldridge Cleaver and the 
New York 21. At the bottom of the front page, a quote summarized 
the Cleaverite position: “The best example that we have of an alterna- 
tive way of dealing with the courts is the case of Jonathan Jackson.””! 
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In early April, a reporter from the independent leftist newspaper 
the Guardian interviewed Kathleen Cleaver in Algiers about the rift. 
Cleaver railed against David Hilliard for his “right opportunism,” his 
“lack of militancy,” and his “bureaucratic methods” in running the 
Party since her husband had gone into exile.” Kathleen claimed that 
David reoriented the party from “organizing violence against the pigs” 
to “concentrating on legal action and defending people in court,” and 
“consciously set about to destroy the armed underground.” She said, 
“He even ordered that guns be taken out of some Panther offices! .. . 
The phase of legal defense is over... . Jonathan Jackson ended all 
that. ... Now we got to break them all out.” Kathleen Cleaver asserted 
that the conflict between the “Hilliard clique” and the Cleaver faction 
had long been simmering but that the International Section had hoped 
that Newton “would put the party back on the right course when he 
got out of jail last year.” Instead he endorsed Hilliard’s stewardship.” 

Kathleen Cleaver noted that the International Section had opened 
a U.S. headquarters in the Bronx and that its main focus would be 
armed action, sabotage, and support for a military underground. She 
declared, “We are through with legal action.... What is necessary 
now is a party to advance and expedite the armed struggle. . . . There’s 
a revolutionary war going on. The people are ready for a real vanguard, 
for military action. ... We need a people’s army and the Black Panther 
party vanguard will bring that about. . . . The people are ready.” "4 

On April 17, 1971, the same day that Kathleen Cleaver’s interview 
appeared in the Guardian, Huey Newton published an essay in the 
Black Panther titled “On the Defection of Eldridge Cleaver from the 
Black Panther Party and the Defection of the Black Panther Party from 
the Black Community.” Newton described the conflict as an ideolog- 
ical one. He claimed that the roots of the Party were solidly social 
democratic (pending sufficient support for a revolution) and criticized 
Eldridge Cleaver’s advocacy of insurrection: 


You have to set up a program of practical action and be a model for the 
community to follow and appreciate. The original vision of the Party was 
to develop a lifeline to the people, by serving their needs. ... Many times 
people say that our Ten Point Program is reformist; but they ignore the fact 
that revolution is a process. ... The people see things as moving from A to 
B to C; they do not see things as moving from A to Z. In other words they 
have to see first some basic accomplishments, in order to realize that major 
successes are possible. . . . The Black Panther Party has reached a contradic- 
tion with Eldridge Cleaver and he has defected from the Party, because we 
would not order everyone into the streets tomorrow to make a revolution. 
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We recognize that this is impossible . . . because the people are not at that 
point now. This contradiction and conflict may seem unfortunate to some, 
but. . .. we are now free to move toward the building of a community struc- 
ture which will become a true voice of the people, promoting their interests 
in many ways. We can continue to push our basic survival program. We 
can continue to serve the people as advocates of their true interests. We can 
truly become a political revolutionary vehicle which will lead the people 
to a higher level of consciousness, so that they will know what they must 
really do in their quest for freedom.” 


The politics of the Black Panther Party contained a tension. On the 
one hand, much of the Party’s political leverage and appeal to mem- 
bers derived from armed resistance to the police. On the other hand, 
its ability to withstand repression by the state depended largely on sup- 
port from more moderate allies. Through 1969 and much of 1970, 
the national Party was able to contain this tension, shaping its public 
image through its service programs and maintaining internal discipline 
through purges. But over time, concessions exacerbated the contradic- 
tion the Party faced between practicing armed self-defense against the 
state and maintaining allied support. These tensions came to a head 
when key factions challenged the national Party leadership. As the 
intra-organizational struggle became violent, the Panthers split along 
ideological lines. The national organization called upon members to 
put down the gun and emphasize community programs, and the dis- 
sident faction called for immediate guerilla warfare against the state. 
Stripped of the viability of the politics of armed self-defense against the 
police, how would these new Panther politics fare in the 1970s? 


16 


The Limits of Heroism 


In the months following the Panther rift in early 1971, sustained pres- 
sure from the state kept the Black Panther Party in the national spot- 
light. This pressure only exacerbated the tensions inside the Party as 
the national headquarters sought to distance itself from insurrection- 
ary activities in order to hold on to allied support. Newspapers widely 
reported the trial of the New York Panthers charged with conspiracies 
to kill police and bomb public buildings. The state opened its criminal 
case against Bobby Seale and Ericka Huggins on March 18, charging 
that the Panther leaders were responsible for the murder of Alex Rackley 
in New Haven. In June, the State of California began a retrial of Huey 
Newton on charges of manslaughter in the 1968 killing of Officer John 
Frey. That month, the trial of David Hilliard also began for charges 
stemming from the shoot-out in which Bobby Hutton was killed.' 

At the same time, Panther members in chapters around the country 
continued to engage in insurrectionary acts, or at least to be accused of 
them. Juxtaposed with the national Party’s proclamations of its com- 
mitment to nonviolent service of the people pending future revolution, 
these actions—and accusations that the Party was responsible—were 
embarrassing to the Party, especially to its national leadership. 


EMBARRASSMENTS 


On April 2, 1971, police raided the Black Panther headquarters in Jersey 
City, New Jersey, and arrested five Panthers. The police claimed they 
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found an underground rifle range, sandbagging, rifles, pistols, ammu- 
nition, and various preparations for a battle with authorities.2 Also 
in April, police arrested and charged four Detroit Black Panthers— 
Ronald Irwin, Larry Powell, Anthony Norman, and Ronald Smith— 
with stealing drugs and money from residents of a “student commune” 
and killing one student in the process.? On April 20, police announced 
they had found the charred, scattered remains of Fred Bennett, a Black 
Panther Party captain, near what they claimed was a Panther “bomb 
factory” replete with “149 sticks of dynamite, quantities of nitro- 
glycerin, fuses, timing devices, and dynamite caps.” On May 173, in 
a Chicago apartment “regarded as a Panther hangout” and “stocked 
with Black Panther literature,” gunmen shot three police dispatched to 
investigate a domestic dispute.’ On May 21, two New York police offi- 
cers were ambushed and killed in Harlem. People claiming to be mem- 
bers of the Black Panther—affiliated Black Liberation Army notified the 
press, taking responsibility for the murders.°® 

In early June, Dhoruba Bin Wahad and Eddie Jamal Joseph—previ- 
ously acquitted of all charges in the high-profile New York 21 case— 
were again arrested and charged with holding up a Bronx social club. 
Police claimed that the submachine gun the two men had used in the 
holdup had been “positively identified” as the weapon used in May to 
shoot two police officers.’ In July, former Panther Melvin “Cotton” 
Smith testified in the trial of Geronimo Pratt and other L.A. Panthers 
for charges stemming from the December 1969 siege in which the 
Panthers had attempted unsuccessfully to bomb a Los Angeles police 
station. He also claimed that one of the guns seized during the siege 
had been used by Panthers to kill three people.’ Various sources claim 
that Melvin Smith was working as a paid police agent both while he 
was a member of the L.A. Panthers and when he gave his testimony.? In 
late July, a New York grand jury indicted seven New York Panthers— 
including Moore and Josephs—in the brutal murder of the national dis- 
tribution captain of the Black Panther, Samuel Napier.!° 

Wracked by internal divisions, the Party was disintegrating and rap- 
idly losing members and allied support. The New York Times reported 
in March 1971 that the Party was falling apart: “A check of the Party’s 
chapters across the country suggests that the operation is now only a 
shell of what it was a year ago.” Black Panther chairman Bobby Seale 
later recalled that immediately after the killings of Robert Webb and 
Samuel Napier, 30 to 40 percent of Black Panther members left the 
organization.’ Even the federal government recognized that the Party 
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was no longer a serious threat. The House Committee on Internal 
Security reported in August 1971, 


The Black Panther Party, as a national organization, is near disintegra- 
tion.... The committee hearings document the steady decline in [party 
membership] during the last year. Furthermore, the feud between Eldridge 
Cleaver and Huey Newton threatens the start of a time of violence and ter- 
ror within what remains of the Panther Party. Probably only remnants of 
the party will remain alive here and there to bedevil the police and enchant 
a few of the young, but its day as a national influence and influence in the 
black community seems over. It is hard to believe that only a little over a 
year ago the Panthers... ranked as the most celebrated ghetto militants. 
They fascinated the left, inflamed the police, terrified much of America, 
and had an extraordinary effect on the black community. Even moderate 
blacks, who disagreed with their violent tactics, felt that the Panthers served 
a purpose in focusing attention on ghetto problems and argued that they 
gave a sense of pride to the black community. . . . Liberals and idealists who 
once sympathized with the Panthers have . . . withdrawn their support.!3 


MARTYRS WITHOUT A MOVEMENT 


On August 21, 1971, guards at San Quentin State Prison in Marin 
County, California, shot and killed Panther leader, author, and prison 
activist George Jackson. Three prison guards and two white inmates 
were also killed in the incident, their throats slashed. Prison authori- 
ties claimed that Jackson had smuggled a gun into the prison, killed 
the guards with help from other inmates, and was attempting to escape 
when he was shot.'* The “truth” of what actually happened is still 
contested. 

George Jackson had been an important and influential Black Panther 
leader. Sent to prison at the age of eighteen for the theft of seventy 
dollars, he organized prisoners against repression. His leadership was 
transracial, overriding the racial divisions that set black, white, and 
Latino prisoners against one another and kept them under control. In 
prison, he learned to write well and became a noteworthy Marxist 
political theorist. His compelling collection of letters, Soledad Brother, 
was widely read and quite influential, particularly in certain circles of 
the U.S. and international Left.'’ Soledad Brother confirmed Jackson’s 
growing influence not only as a Marxist theorist but also as a vital 
spokesman for political prisoners everywhere. Jackson founded and 
led the Black Panther chapter at San Quentin Prison and organized a 
strong revolutionary movement among prison inmates. His writings 
and leadership garnered an impressive international as well as domestic 
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audience. In effect, he became a powerful symbol for the Black Panther 
Party, the international human rights movement to free political pris- 
oners, and the convergence of their causes.'® 

Jackson’s death put the Black Panther Party in a difficult dilemma 
that revealed how much the times had changed. A year earlier, the Party 
would have heralded Jackson as a martyr for revolution. In fact, the 
Party had heralded the efforts of his brother, Jonathan Jackson, to break 
him out of the Marin County courthouse in August 1970. If George 
had met death at that moment, the Party would have touted his death 
as a great injustice perpetrated by the “pigs” and would have called 
for revenge, encouraging its supporters to take insurrectionary actions 
against the state, as it had when John Huggins and Bunchy Clark were 
murdered in Los Angeles in January 1969 and Fred Hampton and Mark 
Clark were murdered in Chicago in December 1969. 

A week after the killings of John Huggins and Bunchy Carter, the 
January 25, 1969, issue of the Black Panther had been filled with 
graphics of weapons and violent confrontations with the state, as well 
as calls to revolutionary violence. The cover headline called the killings 
“Political Assassination” and featured a photo of John Huggins hold- 
ing up the poster of Huey Newton with a spear in one hand and a rifle 
in the other. The top story argued that the state and its stooges had 
assassinated Huggins and Carter because of the revolutionary threat 
they posed.” Under a series of photos of an armed Huey Newton and a 
photo of a submachine gun was the caption “Free Huey Now—Guns, 
Baby, Guns!” Under a photo of Vietnamese women carrying rifles 
and participating in military training, a caption read “Hanoi’s mili- 
tiawomen learn techniques for shooting down American planes.” One 
page featured an image of a young black man carrying a submachine 
gun in one hand and a “Black Studies” book in the other. Another page 
featured a drawing of a policeman with a bloodied head. The caption 
read “This pig will be back. Don’t let this happen. Shoot to kill.” !8 

Similarly, the December 13, 1969, issue of the Black Panther had 
argued that the December 4 killing of Panther leaders Fred Hampton 
and Mark Clark in Chicago was state-sponsored assassination and 
demanded revenge. The front page featured a photo of Fred Hampton 
in red with the caption, “He stood up in the midst of fascist gestapo 
forces and declared, ‘I am a revolutionary.” Fred Hampton, Deputy 
Chairman Illinois Chapter Black Panther Party, Murdered by Fascist 
Pigs, December 4, 1969.” The article explained that Hampton was a 
martyr and called on readers to take up his revolutionary struggle: 
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Deputy Chairman Fred Hampton... has joined the ranks of martyrs, rev- 
olutionary heroes: Lumumba, Malcolm X, Little Bobby Hutton, Bunchy 
Carter, John Huggins, Che, Toure, Jake Winters and the countless other 
revolutionaries who have given the most precious gift that they could give 
in the name of the people. ... These brothers and sisters gave their lives 
in order that you and yours may one day enjoy true freedom. . . . Eldridge 
Cleaver, Minister of Information, has stated that “it is time to intensify 
the struggle,” and that now is the time for “mad men.” Deputy Chairman 
Fred Hampton was just such a “mad man.” Reactionaries wondered why 
Deputy Chairman Fred waged such a resolute struggle seemingly against 
the greatest of “odds”... . [In] Malcolm’s words ... we are a generation 
that don’t give a f—k about the “odds.” ... Deputy Chairman Fred dug 
that vulturistic capitalists were growing fat off the flesh and blood of the 
toiling masses of the world. So Deputy Chairman dedicated his life to 
destroying the number one enemy of mankind. ... By raising their hands 
against Deputy Chairman Fred Hampton, they lifted their hands against 
the best that humanity possesses. AND ALREADY OTHER HANDS ARE 
REACHING OUT, PICKING UP THE GUNS!!! ... The arm of the people 
is long and their vengeance TERRIFYING!!!” 


Illustrations further advocating armed confrontation with the state 
filled the rest of the issue. A full-page color graphic depicted a black 
man wearing a bandolier. In one hand, he held a military rifle equipped 
with a bayonet dripping blood, and he thrust a grenade into the air 
with the other hand while yelling out. Pigs in the distance fled as a gre- 
nade flew through the air after them. The large caption quoted Huey 
Newton: “The racist dog policemen must withdraw immediately from 
our communities, cease their wonton murder, brutality and torture of 
Black People, or face the wrath of the armed people.” Beneath a photo 
of armed police surrounding the Southern California office after the 
December 8 siege, a caption read, “Fascist troops mill around after 
attempted massacre.” Another picture on the same page showed young, 
bare-chested Panthers handcuffed and held by police with the caption 
“Youthful Panther Warriors.” A beautiful graphic of a black mother 
carrying her baby and a rifle bore the caption “If I should return, I shall 
kiss you. If I should fall on the way, I shall ask you to do as I have in the 
name of the revolution.” 2° 

By the time of George Jackson’s death in August 1971, such a re- 
sponse was no longer tenable. If the leadership was to hold onto the 
Party’s dwindling allied support, it could not advocate revenge killings 
of police. Since early that year, the Party had moved definitively away 
from advocating insurrection. 
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The issue of the Black Panther published immediately after George 
Jackson’s death heralded and mourned him. But the Party’s message 
was essentially nonviolent. The cover of the paper featured a photo of 
Jackson sitting contemplatively by a sunny window under the headline 
“George Jackson Lives!” Commemorative writings by Jackson himself, 
some of it promoting violence, filled the issue. Yet the Party issued no 
calls to insurrection and made no suggestions that violent revenge was 
appropriate. The Party celebrated and supported Jackson, but it did not 
agitate for immediate violent retribution. The newspaper contained not 
a single image of a weapon or violent action by a revolutionary against 
any agent of the state. Jackson was a martyr, but without an insurrec- 
tionary movement. Stripped of its insurrectionary rhetoric and the poli- 
tics of armed self-defense against the state, the Party no longer offered 
a practical outlet for the anger that Panther members and supporters 
felt about Jackson’s killing. 

While the editorial policy of the Black Panther was tightly controlled, 
the political views of Black Panther members and supporters were not. 
Many of George Jackson’s admirers took his insurrectionary writings 
to heart and wanted vengeance for his death. A group of Black Panthers 
incarcerated at Folsom State Prison in California wrote to Jackson’s 
parents to commiserate: 


We know, Father and Mother Jackson, that our pitifully few words fall far 
short in filling that vacuum created by George’s murderers; you see we feel 
that vacuum also. You must be strong and take consolation in the reality 
that George lives in all of us and we all therefore are your sons. Take pride 
in the fact that you have a large strong revolutionary family of budding 
warriors—we will not let you down. Comrade George, the battleground 
is defined and that split between the enemy and ourselves has become a 
chasm. This cruel cut can never heal; the pain is too intense.”! 


Given the calls by the Cleaver faction for immediate armed action, 
the Black Panther Party national leadership could not afford to alien- 
ate those Jackson supporters who were deeply angered by Jackson’s 
killing and wanted revenge. To manage the complex and vast outpour- 
ing of emotions from members and supporters after Jackson’s murder, 
the leaders organized a massive funeral. Thousands participated. Huey 
Newton gave a long, philosophical eulogy emphasizing the strength 
and beauty of George Jackson’s character. “He lived the life that we 
must praise. It was a life, no matter how he was oppressed, no mat- 
ter how wrongly he was done, he still kept the love for the people.” 
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Bobby Seale read letters from Panther members and supporters repre- 
senting a range of perspectives on Jackson’s death, giving voice to those 
who wanted revenge as well as those who simply wanted to express 
sadness about the loss.” 

The next issue of the Black Panther, on September 4, was dedicated 
to Jackson’s funeral, and the editors reproduced many of the letters 
read by Seale along with statements from notables such as scholar- 
activist Angela Davis (a close comrade and love of George Jackson), 
French writer Jean Genet, and author James Baldwin, as well as a tran- 
script of Newton’s speech. Consistent with its new editorial policy, the 
newspaper presented not a single drawing or photo of violent confron- 
tation, though it did contain a number of photos of the funeral, includ- 
ing images of members of an honor guard standing by holding rifles 
to their chests. Dressed in fancy suits, they looked ceremonial, not at 
all aggressive. Aside from the guards, the issue contained no images 
of weapons. The overriding message was one of mourning and loss: 
Jackson was a hero, and he had been unjustly taken away. The last arti- 
cle in the issue was a statement by Genet, which ended, “In these rz 
years, Jackson learned to write and think. The American police shot 
him down.”*4 As the Black Panther reported it, Jackson’s death was a 
tragic loss but not a call to arms. 

The following week, on September 9, inmates took over Attica 
prison in New York. They called in the Panthers to help negotiate their 
demands but achieved no resolution. On September 13, Governor Rock- 
efeller responded with force, sending in a thousand National Guards- 
men, prison guards, and police to take back the prison. The troops 
killed twenty-eight prisoners, while nine hostages died in the battle.?° 
The New York Times reported on its front page that the prisoners had 
slit the throats of the nine hostages.*6 An editorial emphasized the bru- 
tality of the killing and suggested that Bobby Seale and the Black Pan- 
thers were partly to blame: 


The deaths of these persons by knives... reflect a barbarism wholly 
alien to civilized society. Prisoners slashed the throats of utterly helpless, 
unarmed guards whom they had held captive through the around-the-clock 
negotiations, in which inmates held out for an increasingly revolutionary 
set of demands. ... What began last Thursday as a long-foreseeable pro- 
test against inhuman prison conditions, with an initial list of grievances 
that many citizens could support, degenerated into a bloodbath that can 
only bring sorrow to all Americans. ... The contribution of Black Panther 
Bobby Seale seems to have been particularly negative, that of an incendi- 
ary, not a peacemaker.’ 
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The charge that the Panthers had contributed to the violence at Attica 
had potential to alienate many of the Black Panther Party’s more mod- 
erate allies. 

The next day, the Times reported on page one that the hostages had 
actually been killed by gunfire and that the prisoners had no guns— 
implying that state troopers had killed the hostages as well as the pris- 
oners.”8 Several elected officials, including New York congressman 
Herman Badillo and Assemblyman Arthur Eve from Buffalo, charged 
that Governor Rockefeller’s administration had fabricated the story 
that the prisoners had killed the hostages.?? 

The false story that prisoners had brutally killed hostages and that 
the Panthers had helped instigate the killing vilified the Attica insur- 
gents and the Black Panthers. In response, the Panthers shied away from 
insurgent rhetoric. Rather than call for resistance to prison authori- 
ties in the spirit of Attica, the Panthers advanced a moderate stance. 
They dedicated the next issue of their newspaper to the uprising, with 
the title “Massacre at Attica” across the cover. Again, as with the kill- 
ing of George Jackson, the Party’s rhetoric stopped short of advocat- 
ing insurrection, instead mourning the loss of the prison rebels and 
decrying their oppression. The issue contained no photos or images of 
revolutionary violence and no calls to armed action.*° This treatment 
of the event stood in stark contrast to the rhetoric of the Party before 
the ideological split. Strategically, the Panthers were trying to hold 
onto allied support in the shifting political environment. At the behest 
of the Panthers, a committee of eighteen official observers who had 
been allowed into Attica as negotiators during the rebellion, including 
Seale, issued a statement supporting Seale against the charges in the 
New York Times editorial that he had inflamed the Attica rebels from 
within: “No individual on the observer committee adopted any posi- 
tion which prevented or hindered a peaceful resolution of the crisis.” *! 


RETREAT 


No longer advocating armed insurrection, the Black Panthers sought 
to build power through other means. In addition to their service pro- 
grams, the Oakland Panthers launched an extended boycott of Bill 
Boyette, a local black businessman who owned markets in black neigh- 
borhoods and ran a black business association called Cal-Pak but 
refused to donate to the Black Panther Party. In January 1972, the Party 
announced it had reached an agreement with Boyette. His stores would 
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now donate regularly to the Party’s programs, and the Party would call 
off the boycott.** The Party deepened relationships with black elected 
politicians, including Congressman Ron Dellums and Congresswoman 
Shirley Chisholm.* 

On May 20, 1972, the Black Panther Party announced that it was 
running Chairman Bobby Seale for mayor of Oakland, and Minister 
of Information Elaine Brown for a seat on the Oakland City Council.*4 
The Party had earlier participated in electoral politics with Eldridge 
Cleaver’s 1968 presidential candidacy on the Peace and Freedom Party 
ticket, but it had never actually sought to win. Now, the Party turned 
all of its national notoriety and resources to winning the Oakland 
elections. 

Facing dwindling public support, and embarrassing violent activity 
by rank-and-file members in chapters across the country, Newton and 
the national Party leadership decided to cut their losses and consoli- 
date their political strength in Oakland. Since they could not expect 
to win violent confrontations with the state and could no longer win 
politically either, the Party decided to use its still considerable national 
clout to win electoral political power in Oakland. The leadership put 
out the message in July 1972, declaring Oakland a “base of operation” 
and calling on Party members to close down their local Panther chap- 
ters and bring all Party resources back to Oakland. 

Instead of pursuing immediate insurrectionary activity, now the 
Party would consolidate its power to take over the city of Oakland, 
including its strategically and economically important port, through 
electoral struggle. Once Oakland was liberated through electoral vic- 
tory, the Party would expand the revolution by taking over other cities. 
“In this interest, each week the Black Panther Intercommunal News 
Service will publish a supplement examining one aspect of the city of 
Oakland in the hope that this information can be used to turn a reac- 
tionary base into a revolutionary base.” 35 

On the campaign trail, Elaine Brown explained the strategy to a 
supportive audience at Merritt College in Oakland, where the Panthers 
got their start in 1966: 


Were talking about liberating the territory of Oakland. . .. Are we ready 
to defend at this moment? I don’t think we are. The Oakland Police 
Department has got all the guns. There’s a practical problem, when you 
talk about liberating territory, or establishing a provisional revolutionary 
government. Think about those issues when you start talking about imple- 
menting a revolutionary process in the United States of America, with its 
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super-technological weapons, where they do not have to commit a troop to 
take out the whole city, because they have “smart” bombs, helicopters, and 
all kinds of things so that it doesn’t even require the entrance of one troop. 
Think about that. We have to start talking about how to win, not how to 
get killed. We can begin by talking about voting in the city of Oakland, 
the Oakland elections, in April 1973, for Bobby Seale, for Elaine Brown.** 


Bobby Seale forced a runoff election in the mayoral election, and 
Elaine Brown came in a close second for city council, but both lost their 
political bids in April 1973.3” 


UNRAVELING 


A few Party chapters did persist. But for most practical purposes, the 
Black Panther Party ceased to be a national organization and once 
again became a local Oakland organization. Rather than move to Oak- 
land, many Panthers simply left the Party. Bobby Rush, who inher- 
ited leadership of the Chicago chapter when Fred Hampton was mur- 
dered, later recalled the response of Chicago Panthers: “Most people in 
Chicago didn’t want to go [to Oakland] because they were pretty prac- 
tical folks. ... They began to resent things: I remember when I sent our 
bus and the printing press we had acquired out to Oakland. . . . People 
just wanted to move on, wanted to do something. So they said, ‘Rather 
than go out to Oakland, we’re just gonna disband. We’re just gonna 
leave.’ One by one they began to peter out.” 38 

No longer able to sustain allied support for insurgent politics and 
lacking other sources of political leverage, the Party unraveled. Once 
Newton closed the Party chapters across the nation and called mem- 
bers back to Oakland, the Panthers no longer advanced effective and 
replicable politics. The greatest strengths of the Party after 1971 were 
its notoriety and its concentration of relationships and resources in 
Oakland. It continued to draw members, donations, and support on a 
local scale because of its past actions. But despite the best aspirations of 
its leadership, the Panthers never again were able to advance insurgent 
practices that others could emulate. Now drawing power from reputa- 
tion rather than from the ability to mobilize insurgency, the Oakland 
Black Panther Party became increasingly cultish, resembling a social 
service organization, motivated by revolutionary ideology, with a mafi- 
oso bent. 

In late 1971, Newton told David Hilliard that “the Party is over.” 
Hilliard recalls that Newton was surrounded by loyalists who applauded 
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Newton’s every action, challenged nothing, and would do anything to 
win his approval. As the Party unraveled, so did Newton’s mental 
health. According to those closest to him, in the years that followed, 
Newton was governed by despair, untreated bipolar disorder, and clini- 
cal depression. Newton became severely addicted to cocaine.*® 

Accusations abound about Newton’s alleged criminal activities dur- 
ing this period. Few people agree on the specifics, and few of the accu- 
sations have been verified: Newton eventually defeated every one of the 
major criminal charges in court. Some of the most widely touted accu- 
sations come from right-wing activists such as David Horowitz and 
Kate Coleman, who seek to vilify the Black Panther Party. Yet retro- 
spective accounts from a range of sources add some credence to these 
accusations. 

According to these stories, for much of the 1970s, Newton ruled 
the Party through force and fear and began behaving like a strung-out 
gangster. According to Elaine Brown, “Huey and his entourage of rest- 
less gunmen were prowling the after-hours clubs nightly.” ^ According 
to Kate Coleman, Newton had various after-hours-club operators, drug 
dealers, and pimps beaten, shot, and killed in his zeal to enforce an 
extortion scheme and control Oakland’s underworld.*? Coleman writes 
that Newton pistol-whipped Preston Callins, a “tailor” who came to his 
apartment to “measure him for a suit,” fracturing his skull four times.** 
Elaine Brown recounts the same story and testifies that she personally 
cleaned up the blood.*4 The Alameda County District Attorney’s office 
attempted to prosecute Newton for the 1974 murder of Kathleen Smith, 
a seventeen-year-old prostitute, claiming that Newton shot her in the 
head because of a perceived slight as she worked the street corner.*° 
Flores Forbes, who was a member of the Black Panther Central Com- 
mittee in the mid-1970s, testifies in his autobiography that he attempted 
to assassinate the star witness against Newton in Smith’s murder trial 
in 1977.*¢ Elaine Brown, who had been chairwoman of the Party at 
the time of this attempted assassination, prominently endorsed Forbes’s 
book, writing, “This is our story ... an unadulterated truth, told in a 
pure voice.”*” Newton was eventually killed on August 23, 1989, by a 
petty crack dealer from whom he was likely trying to steal drugs.*8 

Lore about Newton and the Party’s criminality, widely broadcast 
in the media, eroded the Black Panther legacy. To what extent federal 
counterintelligence measures may have contributed to the unraveling of 
Newton and the Oakland Party in the 1970s is difficult to determine. 
But the spirit of J. Edgar Hoover would have been proud of the results. 
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Hoover had recognized by 1969 that criminalization was the best way 
to diminish public support for the Black Panthers and the political 
challenge they posed. Nothing did more to criminalize the Party in the 
public imagination than the allegations about Newton’s actions in the 
years following the ideological split.* 


THE LIMITS OF HEROISM: SOCIAL DEMOCRACY 


By 1971, the Black Panther Party was quickly unraveling, but even 
as the Party’s national influence declined, a new leadership emerged 
that struggled to advance revolutionary aims through a social demo- 
cratic politics. Under the leadership of Elaine Brown, the Party showed 
impressive development of this brand of politics. 

Following her trip to China, North Vietnam, and North Korea with 
the Black Panther delegation in the summer of 1970, Elaine Brown had 
quickly risen to national leadership in the Party. Upon her return to the 
United States, she was greeted at the airport by Huey Newton—newly 
released from prison—and that evening became his lover and soon his 
close collaborator. Following the split in early 1971, Brown became 
editor of the Black Panther, the Party’s main voice. In October that 
year, she became minister of information, replacing Eldridge Cleaver. 
In late 1972 and early 1973, Brown was at the center of Black Panther 
activities, running for political office with Bobby Seale in Oakland. 
And later in 1973, when Newton expelled Seale from the Party, he 
appointed Elaine Brown chairwoman—the number two position in the 
Party after his. When Newton fled to Cuba following his indictment 
for charges that he killed Kathleen Smith and pistol-whipped Preston 
Callins, Brown took charge of the Black Panther Party operations.*° 

Under Elaine Brown’s leadership from August 1974 through June 
1977, the Party experienced something of a local renaissance as a 
social democratic organization.” Elaine Brown supported the candi- 
dacy of Democrat Jerry Brown for governor of California that year 
and helped bring in strong support from Oakland’s black voters, which 
helped Jerry Brown win the election. Governor Brown appointed his 
longtime friend and former Panther lawyer and ally J. Anthony Kline 
to an important post in his administration, cementing Elaine Brown’s 
access to the governor’s office. Despite long electoral dominance by 
white Republicans in Oakland, Elaine Brown ran a formidable cam- 
paign for Oakland City Council in 1975. She developed strong ties 
to black political networks, including Congressman Ron Dellums’s 
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political machine. These ties brought endorsements from every local 
Democrat and many black businesses, including Cal-Pak. She garnered 
wide support from organized labor, including endorsements from the 
Alameda County Central Labor Council, the United Auto Workers, the 
United Farm Workers, and the Teamsters. She won 44 percent of the 
vote against the Republican candidate.” 

Under Brown’s leadership, the Oakland Panthers took community 
service to new heights. The cornerstone of the Party’s program was the 
Oakland Community School, an elementary school directed by Ericka 
Huggins with the help of Panther Regina Davis. Through their efforts, 
the school eventually offered a top-notch education, enrolling about 
two hundred kids, with twice that many on the waiting list. The Party 
began competing for and winning public funding to run service pro- 
grams, such as crime prevention for Oakland teenagers.’ 

In the 1976 Democratic presidential primaries, Jimmy Carter ben- 
efited from the backlash against the Republican Party after Nixon’s 
impeachment for the Watergate scandal and emerged as an early favor- 
ite for the Democratic Party nomination. Late in the game, when Gov- 
ernor Brown entered the race to challenge Carter, Elaine Brown helped 
him win the black vote in Baltimore, which in turn was the key to win- 
ning the state of Maryland. Her efforts also contributed to his sweep- 
ing victory in the California primary. Jerry Brown went to the Demo- 
cratic Convention in July with the second-highest number of delegates 
of any candidate, but he was handily defeated by Carter in the first 
round of voting. 

Leveraging her support, Elaine Brown elicited Governor Brown’s 
approval of $33 million to extend the freeway in Oakland in exchange 
for a commitment from Clorox, Hyatt, Wells Fargo, Sears, and other 
multinational corporations to develop Oakland City Center—bringing 
ten thousand new jobs to Oakland. The companies wanted to develop 
Oakland and had proposed the freeway extension when Reagan was 
governor, but the project had been blocked. Brown used her influence 
with the governor to move the deal forward with the idea that the polit- 
ical prestige garnered could help Lionel Wilson, a black Oakland judge 
and Panther ally, become mayor. In return, the Black Panthers would 
gain significant influence over the distribution of the new jobs.*4 

Astonishingly, the strategy worked. The Black Panther Party did its 
best to keep its relationship with Lionel Wilson out of the public eye. But 
according to Elaine Brown’s account, the Black Panthers played a cru- 
cial role behind the scenes. Not only did she get the governor to agree to 
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the freeway extension, unblocking plans for Oakland development and 
greatly expanding her cachet in Oakland politics, but she also obtained 
his endorsement, and that of much of the state Democratic machine, for 
Lionel Wilson for mayor of Oakland. The Black Panther Party fielded 
its entire membership to work on Wilson’s mayoral campaign, register- 
ing ninety thousand new black voters. When Wilson became the first 
black elected mayor of Oakland in May 1977, he owed much of his suc- 
cess to the efforts of Elaine Brown and the Black Panther Party." 

Elaine Brown endured great personal costs to advance the Black 
Panther revolution through social democratic politics. She was also 
very effective in developing conventional political power for blacks in 
Oakland. Yet her hard work did little to advance the Black Panther 
Party as a radical movement organization. The politics of armed self- 
defense was no longer viable, and the Panthers had no alternate insur- 
gent strategy for building power. 

The month after Lionel Wilson’s election as mayor, with Oakland 
safely in the hands of friends, Newton returned from Cuba.°* Brown 
had considered her efforts to be preparing Oakland for his return all 
along. However, it soon became clear that his leadership and Brown’s 
continued management of the Black Panther Party were incompatible. 
Brown soon left the Party, and the foothold the Panthers had gained in 
conventional Oakland politics was lost.*” 

The limits of Elaine Brown’s heroism went well beyond the problems 
with Newton and the particularities of Oakland politics. The source 
of the Party’s power under her leadership was conventional political 
savvy coupled with community service—an approach to grassroots 
politics adopted by thousands of community activists in hundreds of 
cities throughout the country. These political actors made inroads into 
political power and reform well before the Black Panther Party began 
and continue to do so today. Black electoral representation, in particu- 
lar, mushroomed in the 1970s during the period Elaine Brown chaired 
the Black Panther Party. But conventional political savvy and commu- 
nity service alone have never been able to mobilize a serious radical 
challenge to status quo arrangements of power. For insurgent social 
movements to expand and proliferate, they must offer activists a set of 
insurgent practices that disrupt established social relations in ways that 
are difficult to repress.*8 

The Panthers’ stated objective in using Oakland as a ”base of opera- 
tions” was to create a revolutionary stronghold—and a model of revo- 
lutionary practice—that could eventually be expanded throughout the 


386 | Concessions and Unraveling 


United States and the world. But despite the revolutionary rhetoric, the 
political practices of the social democratic Panthers were very similar 
to the conventional politics that engaged black people nationwide in 
the 1970s. Unlike the Black Panther Party before the ideological split, 
the Oakland Black Panthers in the 1970s never provided a model for 
disrupting established relations of domination. They never provided 
political leverage or a replicable source of political power. And so, 
despite Elaine Brown’s savvy and exceptional talent, the social demo- 
cratic Black Panther Party never proliferated. 


THE LIMITS OF HEROISM: GUERILLA WARFARE 


Many treatments—both mainstream and radical—of the insurrection- 
ary practices of revolutionary black nationalists seek to evaluate insur- 
gents in ethical terms, judging them by who they hurt and whether 
their actions are good or bad. Unfortunately, most accounts fail to ana- 
lyze the crucial political questions. How do insurgents see themselves? 
Who is attracted to participate, and why? What political leverage do 
the practices create for insurgents in a particular historical context? 

From this vantage, it is clear that the armed, insurrectionary prac- 
tices of the Black Panther Party were critical to its power and growth 
between 1968 and 1970. Huey Newton theorized in “The Functional 
Definition of Politics” in 1967 that poor and politically marginalized 
blacks could tap a source of power through armed insurrection. By tak- 
ing up arms and organizing, they could create the capacity to deliver 
a violent consequence and thereby gain political influence.’ The Black 
Panther Party did in fact garner extensive political leverage through its 
armed challenges to state authority. 

But key to the success of the Panther’s politics of armed self-defense 
was Newton’s insistence that the Party—while advocating armed resis- 
tance—stay aboveground as long as possible, avoiding direct and 
explicit organization of insurrection. As a result, the Panthers had to 
navigate a narrow boundary between legal participation in U.S. poli- 
tics and full-out war. The Party’s capacity to sustain an insurgent chal- 
lenge depended on its ability to stay largely within the law despite the 
armed resistance mounted by members. Most Party activities were 
incompatible with armed insurrection. Panthers who explicitly partici- 
pated in armed insurrection could not participate in community pro- 
grams, produce or distribute the Party newspaper, engage overtly in 
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local organizing, work aboveground with allies, raise funds legally, live 
or work in known locations, or organize street mobilizations. Had the 
Party explicitly organized and directed armed insurrection, rather than 
simply advocating it, the state would have readily crushed it. 

From 1971 on, as the political context shifted and the Black Panther 
Party stopped advocating insurrectionary activity, a significant number 
of former members sought to take armed politics to a “higher” level 
and engage the United States in guerilla warfare. Asserting that the 
imperialist domination of black people in the United States persisted, 
these dissidents believed that guerilla warfare was the best route to free 
black communities from oppression and that committing their lives to 
overthrowing the imperialist system through violence was the most 
heroic contribution they could make to freedom. Many of these gue- 
rilla warriors identified themselves as part of the revolutionary under- 
ground network called the Black Liberation Army (BLA). 

Assata Shakur, a member of the BLA who had been convicted of 
killing a New Jersey State Police officer in 1972 and escaped to Cuba 
with comrades’ help in 1979, described the BLA as follows: 


The Black Liberation Army is not an organization: it goes beyond that. It 
is a concept, a people’s movement, an idea. Many different people have 
said and done many different things in the name of the Black Liberation 
Army. The idea of a Black Liberation Army emerged from conditions in 
Black communities: conditions of poverty, indecent housing, massive unem- 
ployment, poor medical care, and inferior education. The idea came about 
because Black people are not free or equal in this country. Because ninety 
percent of the men and women in this country’s prisons are Black and Third 
World. Because ten-year-old children are shot down in our streets. Because 
dope has saturated our communities, preying on the disillusionment and 
frustration of our children. The concept of the BLA arose because of the 
political, social, and economic oppression of Black people in this country. 
And where there is oppression, there will be resistance. 


According to BLA member Sundiata Acoli, the purpose of the Black 
Liberation Army was to “defend Black people, and to organize Black 
people militarily, so they can defend themselves through a people’s 
army and people’s war.”*! Writing from prison in 1979, BLA member 
Jalil Muntaqim described the BLA as “a politico-military organization, 
whose primary objective is to fight for the independence and self-deter- 
mination of Afrikan people in the United States. The ... BLA evolved 
out of the now defunct Black Panther Party.” 
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A more theoretical statement by the Coordinating Committee of the 
Black Liberation Army in 1975 argued that for colonized and oppressed 
blacks, American law was unfair and thus illegitimate: 


The BLA has undertaken armed struggle as a means by which the social 
psychosis of fear, awe, and love of everything white people define as being 
of value, is purged from our peoples’ minds. ... We must clarify revolu- 
tionary violence in relationship to our actual condition, because many of 
our people believe in the “law”. ... In a society such as exists here today, 
law is never impartial, never divorced from the economic relationships that 
brought it about. History clearly shows that in the course of the develop- 
ment of modern western society, the code of law is the code of the dominant 
and most powerful class, made into laws for everyone. It is implemented by 
establishing “special” armed organs, that are obliged to enforce the prevail- 
ing class laws.% 


Members of the Black Liberation Army participated in a range of 
insurrectionary actions, mostly against police, through the early 1970s. 
In a 1979 pamphlet, Jalil Muntaqim listed at least sixty violent con- 
frontations with police for which he claimed BLA members were either 
responsible or under suspicion. A few from 1971 alone included ambush- 
ing and killing two police officers and attacking another group of police 
officers with a hand grenade in New York; robbing a bank and killing 
a policeman in Atlanta; firing on a police car with a machine gun and 
killing a police sergeant in an attack on a police station in San Fran- 
cisco; and robbing a bank, shooting a police officer in his patrol car, and 
breaking three BLA members out of prison in Atlanta. 

In principle, these guerilla activities were not so different from the 
kinds of armed resistance to the police that the Black Panther Party had 
advocated all along. Most members of the Party agreed that the U.S. 
government was imperialist and oppressive and should be overthrown 
through violence. They sought to liberate black communities to gov- 
ern themselves without intervention. They saw police, government offi- 
cials, and capitalists alike as “pigs” and agents of oppression. Many 
Panthers were prepared to kill the “pigs” for their freedom. 

But politically, direct organization of guerilla warfare was a world 
apart from the politics of armed self-defense upon which the Black 
Panther Party had thrived. Unlike the practices of the Black Panther 
Party of the late 1960s, guerilla warfare in the United States never 
attracted broad allied support. Most moderate blacks and antiwar 
activists viewed such activity as criminal. Guerillas were highly iso- 
lated, and they could not easily avoid capture and sometimes fatal 
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encounters with police; when arrested, they received little legal or polit- 
ical support from allies in court. They had difficulty obtaining finan- 
cial support for their activities, let alone for their basic survival. They 
had little means of communicating their perspective to a broad public 
other than through acts of violence. 

Thus, while in principle many Panthers and former Panthers saw the 
BLA guerillas as heroic, most recognized that guerilla warfare was a 
doomed political strategy. Most stayed away. The few that did go under- 
ground and attempt to wage guerilla warfare were heavily repressed 
with intensive, direct state violence that most U.S. observers believed to 
be warranted. “By 1974-75,” Muntaqim acknowledged, “the fighting 
capacity of the Black Liberation Army had been destroyed.” 

Some black revolutionary nationalist guerilla activity persisted on a 
small scale after the demise of the BLA, and it continues even to this 
day. Despite the heroism of its proponents in the eyes of its adherents, 
the impact of this activity has remained negligible at best. Contrary 
to the experiences of revolutionary African anticolonial struggles, in 
which a black majority sought to overcome political domination by a 
white minority, in the United States, guerilla warfare by revolutionary 
black nationalists has never achieved broad participation or significant 
political support. 

Despite the heroism of members of both the social democratic and 
guerilla warfare wings, the Black Panther Party no longer offered a via- 
ble pathway to political power. As a result, the organization suffered a 
long and painful demise, finally closing its last office in 1982. 


Conclusion 


When Civil Rights practices proved incapable of redressing the griev- 
ances of young urban blacks in the late 1960s, the Black Panthers 
armed themselves and promised to overcome poverty and oppression 
through revolution. They organized the rage of ghetto youth by con- 
fronting the police and resisted repression by winning the support of 
moderate black, antiwar, and international allies. These allies, like the 
Party, recognized the limited recourse available for real change through 
traditional political channels. But as blacks won greater electoral rep- 
resentation, government employment, affirmative action opportunities, 
as well as elite college and university access; the Vietnam War and mil- 
itary draft wound down; and the United States normalized relations 
with revolutionary governments abroad, it became impossible for the 
Panthers to continue advocating armed confrontation with the state 
and still maintain allied support. The Party, racked by external repres- 
sion and internal fissures, quickly and disastrously unraveled. 

There can be no doubt that individual and organizational contin- 
gencies—not least the personal flaws of Newton and Cleaver and the 
power struggle between them—contributed to the demise of the Black 
Panthers. But the Black Panther Party was not the only group to die out 
in the 1970s. All revolutionary black organizations in the United States 
declined at the same time. 

These revolutionary nationalist organizations drew on deep roots. 
Without the Universal Negro Improvement Association of the 1920s, 
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the Nation of Islam, or the Communist Party, it is hard to imagine 
the emergence of the Revolutionary Action Movement, the Republic of 
New Afrika, or the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, let alone 
the Black Panther Party. And yet widespread mobilization along revo- 
lutionary black nationalist lines was unique to the late 1960s. In every 
city with a significant black population, hundreds of young blacks took 
up arms and committed their lives to revolutionary struggle. That had 
never happened in the United States before. And it has not happened 
since. 

To this day, small cadres in the United States dedicate their lives to a 
revolutionary vision. Not unlike the tenets of a religion, a secular revo- 
lutionary vision provides these communities with purpose and a moral 
compass. Some of these revolutionary communities publish periodi- 
cals, maintain websites, collectively feed and school their children, and 
share housing. But none wields the power to disrupt the status quo on 
a national scale. None is viewed as a serious threat by the federal gov- 
ernment. And none today compares in scope or political influence to 
the Black Panther Party during its heyday. 

The power the Black Panthers achieved grew out of their politics of 
armed self-defense. While they had little economic capital or institu- 
tionalized political power, they were able to forcibly assert their politi- 
cal agenda through their armed confrontations with the state. They 
obstructed the customary (and brutal) policing of black ghettos, cre- 
ating a social crisis. Drawing broad legal, political, and financial sup- 
port from allies, the Party was difficult to repress. The Black Panthers’ 
capacity to sustain disruption legitimized their revolutionary vision 
and attracted members looking to make a real impact. 

The Black Panther Party did not spring onto the historical stage 
fully formed; it grew in stages. Newton and Seale wove together their 
revolutionary vision from disparate strands. By standing up to police, 
they found they could organize the rage of young blacks fueled by bru- 
tal containment policing and persistent ghettoization. Through their 
tactic of deploying armed patrols of the police, they generated a local 
base of support in the Bay Area by May 1967. When the California 
Assembly outlawed these tactics, the Panthers reconceived themselves 
as a vanguard party and began advocating violent confrontation with 
the state. The Detroit and Newark rebellions revealed the depth of rage 
at ghetto conditions and showed that many young blacks were ready 
to pick up arms against the state to redress them. The Panthers had the 
pulse of the streets. When Newton was arrested on charges of killing 
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a police officer in a late-night confrontation in October 1967, the call 
to Free Huey! became a national and eventually international cause. 
When Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated the following spring, 
young people from around the country flooded the Black Panther Party 
with requests to open new chapters. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Central Intelligence Agency, 
the Justice Department, and the House Committee on Internal Security 
all saw the Black Panther Party as a serious threat to “internal secu- 
rity.” Starting in late 1968, the federal government, in coordination 
with local police departments throughout the country, waged a cam- 
paign of brutal repression against the Party. 

In 1969, the Panthers made social service, notably feeding free break- 
fasts to children, the focus of their activities nationally. The Party’s 
programs met real needs, strengthened community support, and gave 
members meaningful work. They exposed the failures of the federal 
War on Poverty and burnished the public image of the Party. In the face 
of repression, allied support for the Panthers increased. 

Nixon won the White House on his Law and Order platform, inau- 
gurating the year of the most intense direct repression of the Panthers. 
But the Party continued to grow in scope and influence. By 1970, it 
had opened offices in sixty-eight cities. That year, the New York Times 
published 1,217 articles on the Party, more than twice as many as in 
any other year.! The Party’s annual budget reached about $1.2 million 
(in 1970 dollars).? And circulation of the Party’s newspaper, the Black 
Panther, reached 150,000.3 

The resonance of Panther practices was specific to the times. Many 
blacks believed conventional methods were insufficient to redress per- 
sistent exclusion from municipal hiring, decent education, and political 
power. Inspired by civil rights victories, young blacks wanted to extend 
the Black Liberation Struggle to challenge black poverty and ghettoiza- 
tion. As Panthers, they could stand up to police brutality, economic 
exploitation, and political exclusion. As Panthers, they extended the 
struggle to break continuing patterns of racial submissiveness. Panthers 
would not kowtow to anyone, not even police. As a result, they inspired 
blacks’ self-esteem. In an impressive show of racial unity and pride, 
most black political organizations fiercely opposed the brutal repres- 
sion of the Panthers. Even mainstream organizations like the Urban 
League and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People mobilized against state repression of the Panthers. 

Young men of every race, drafted to fight an unpopular war in Viet- 
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nam, found common purpose in the Panthers’ global anti-imperialism. 
The Panthers drew a line dividing the world in two. They argued that 
the oppression of draft resisters by the National Guard was the same 
as oppression of blacks by the police and the same as the oppression 
of the Vietnamese by the marines. Forced to choose sides by the state, 
many young draftees chose the side of the oppressed. Alienated from 
the mainstream political leadership that had pursued the war despite 
popular opposition, many of their friends and family members sup- 
ported their choice. 

The Panthers helped foment a widespread radical challenge in the 
late 1960s. From riots in the streets to the closing of campuses, the 
questioning of traditional gender and sexual roles, and widespread defi- 
ance of the draft, radicals destabilized established rule. The Democratic 
Party responded by seeking to reconsolidate its liberal base by pushing 
initiatives advocating an end to the war and championing black elec- 
toral representation. The Nixon administration responded by attempt- 
ing to repress the radicals, on the one hand, and making broad conces- 
sions to moderates, on the other. Nixon was the one who rolled back 
the draft, wound down the war, and advanced affirmative action. In 
the 1970s, black electoral representation and government hiring bal- 
looned. As a result of these changes, the Panthers had difficulty sus- 
taining broad support among blacks and antiwar activists. 

By 1970, the Panthers had reached the pinnacle of their influence. 
The national headquarters worked hard to maintain the flow of allied 
support. What was once a scrappy local organization was now a major 
international political force, constantly in the news, with chapters in 
almost every major city. The thousands of recruits who flocked to the 
Party in 1968 and 1969 did not all share the national leadership’s con- 
cern with Party discipline. The federal government infiltrated the Party 
with agent provocateurs, attempting to undermine Party discipline and 
alienate allies whenever it could. The countervailing pressures became 
ever more difficult for the national Party leadership to manage as the 
Party grew in influence. The eroding bases of allied support made man- 
aging these pressures untenable. 

The hard-core right wing was not the main threat to the Party. Rather 
concessions to blacks and opponents of the war reestablished the cred- 
ibility of liberalism to key constituencies.* It was much easier for the 
parents of young adults to find Tom Wolfe’s parody of Leonard and 
Felicia Bernstein’s Panther fund-raiser funny when they believed their 
children would not be drafted to die in Vietnam. When the govern- 
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ment had pursued the war irrespective of the public will, killing count- 
less young Americans, the Panthers’ concerns were not so far afield. But 
when the Democratic Party began fighting to end the war, the Nixon 
administration rolled back the draft and created affirmative action pro- 
grams, the United States normalized relations with revolutionary gov- 
ernments abroad, and black electoral representation ballooned, the 
Party had to work harder to maintain allied support. Eventually, the 
politics of armed self-defense became impossible to sustain. 

Without the politics of armed self-defense that had driven the explo- 
sive growth of the Black Panther Party for three short years, from 1968 
to 1970, dedicated revolutionaries in the Party were left with a creed 
and mission—to overthrow capitalism and advance self-governance in 
communities throughout the world—but they had no practical avenue 
to pursue these ends. Despite the heroism of their advocates, neither 
guerilla warfare nor social democratic practices provided a viable foun- 
dation for insurgent politics in the United States of the 1970s. 

On the one hand, those who attempted to wage guerilla warfare 
were unrealistic politically. Unlike the Black Panther Party leadership 
during the peak years, they did not hold a coherent grasp of the politi- 
cal realities and possibilities of the times, nor practical means to build 
power. It is not difficult to see why some turned to guerilla warfare in 
the 1970s. The Panthers had built power and organization by standing 
up to the state and challenging the legitimacy of police violence. While 
the Party stopped advocating armed challenge of the police in 1971, 
most Panthers still considered the state and police to be brutal, unjust, 
and illegitimate oppressors. Many of them were still ready to die fight- 
ing for their liberation. As allies deserted the Panthers, the guerilla fac- 
tion naively sought to advance its cause through armed struggle despite 
the slim chance of success. After several years of losses, most were 
either dead or in prison. 

The social democratic practices of Elaine Brown and others were 
more realistic and more attuned to the political possibilities. In Oak- 
land, the Panthers did succeed in using the political clout they had 
garnered in the Party’s heyday to build local electoral power. But the 
Party no longer had any practical basis for building a broad insur- 
gent movement. Unlike the viable insurgent politics of the Party’s ear- 
lier days, the social democratic Panthers could deliver no consequence. 
They had limited institutionalized power and no longer wielded the 
capacity to disrupt on a large scale, so they advanced no practical basis 
for a national movement. 
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The vast literature on the Black Liberation Struggle in the postwar 
decades concentrates largely on the southern Civil Rights Movement. 
Our analysis is indebted to that literature as well as to more recent 
historical scholarship that enlarges both the geographic and tempo- 
ral scope of analysis.’ Thomas Sugrue in particular makes important 
advances, calling attention to the black insurgent mobilizations in the 
North and West, and to their longue durée.* This work, however, fails 
to analyze these mobilizations on their own terms, instead seeking to 
assimilate these black insurgencies to a civil rights perspective by pre- 
senting the range of black insurgent mobilizations as claims for black 
citizenship, appeals to the state—for full and equal participation. This 
perspective obscures the revolutionary character and radical economic 
focus of the Black Panther Party. 

A newer generation of Black Power scholars, most compellingly 
Peniel Joseph, challenges this conflation by distinguishing Black Power 
activism and thought from civil rights activism and thought.’ Joseph 
argues that the Black Power movement, perhaps epitomized by the 
Black Panther Party, was distinct in crucial ways from, ran parallel to, 
and at times intersected with the Civil Rights Movement throughout 
the twentieth century. We agree that Black Power—and the revolution- 
ary black politics of the Panthers in particular—followed a distinct and 
coherent logic and in fundamental ways is best understood as separate 
from the Civil Rights Movement. Ideologically and practically, revolu- 
tionary black nationalism has long ties to previous mobilizations. 

Ultimately, however, both of these perspectives fail to answer impor- 
tant political questions. Why did revolutionary black nationalism—and 
Black Power mobilization generally—become so influential in the late 
1960s, and why did it unravel so disastrously in the 1970s? The Sugrue 
approach bypasses this question by conflating radical Black Power 
mobilization with the Civil Rights Movement. While Joseph’s impor- 
tant corrective acknowledges that Black Power was different in sig- 
nificant ways from civil rights activism, by emphasizing the roots and 
longue durée of Black Power, his approach obscures and does not ade- 
quately explain why Black Power as exemplified by the Black Panther 
Party became the center of black politics in the late 1960s, influencing 
the world around it in ways it never had before and hasn’t since. 

Our analysis shows that, even as Jim Crow was defeated and civil 
rights practices lost their political salience, the revolutionary practices 
of the Black Panther Party tapped into the rage of young blacks. The 
Panthers provided an insurgent channel for influence, drawing broad 
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support from blacks, opponents of the war, and international revolu- 
tionary movements. The ideological and practical roots of Black Power 
politics had long been present on the political stage. But to the extent 
that Panther-like practices may have appealed to young blacks through- 
out the twentieth century, Panther politics were impractical both before 
and after the late 1960s. Panther practices could receive broad political 
support only while the majority of Americans opposed to the Vietnam 
War and draft had no recourse through institutionalized political chan- 
nels and while most blacks continued to face economic and political 
exclusion. 

The history of the Black Panther Party holds important implications 
for two more general theoretical debates. First, this history suggests 
a way out of dead-end debates about how the severity of repression 
affects social movement mobilization. One common perspective, sup- 
ported by a rich scholarly literature covering various times and places, 
is that “repression breeds resistance”: When authorities repress insur- 
gency, the repression encourages further resistance.’ But others pose 
the opposite argument, with equally rich scholarly support, suggest- 
ing that repression discourages and diminishes insurgency.'° A classic 
sociological position that seeks to reconcile this apparent contradiction 
is that the relationship between repression and insurgency is shaped 
like an “inverse U”: When repression is light, people tend to cooperate 
with established political authorities and take less disruptive action; 
when repression is heavy, the costs of insurgency are too large, causing 
people to shy away from radical acts. But, according to this view, it is 
when authorities are moderately repressive—too repressive to steer dis- 
senters toward institutional channels of political participation but not 
repressive enough to quell dissent—that people widely mobilize disrup- 
tive challenges to authority." 

The history of the Panthers defies the basic premise of this debate: 
that the level of repression independently explains the level of resis- 
tance. The Black Panther Party faced heavy federally coordinated state 
repression at least from 1968 through 1971. Our analysis shows that 
for the first two years, from 1968 through 1969, brutal state repression 
helped legitimate the Panthers in the eyes of many supporters and fos- 
tered increased mobilization.'? Taken alone, this finding would appear 
to support the idea that repression breeds resistance. But during the 
second two years, 1970 and 1971, the dynamic gradually shifted. The 
Panthers maintained the same types of practices they had embraced in 
the previous two years, and the state maintained a similar level and 
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type of repressive practices. But in this later period, as the political 
context shifted—increasing the difficulty of winning support for the 
Panthers’ revolutionary position—repression made the core Panther 
practices difficult to sustain and quickly led to the Party’s demise. 

The level of repression did not independently affect the level of 
mobilization in a consistent way across the four years. Instead, the level 
of repression interacted with the political reception of insurgent prac- 
tices to affect the level of mobilization. In other words, potential allies’ 
political reception of Panther insurgent practices determined the effects 
of repression on mobilization. During the time that Panther practices 
were well received by potential allies, in 1968 and 1969, repressive 
measures fostered further mobilization. But as these allies became less 
open to the Panthers’ revolutionary position in 1970 and 1971, repres- 
sive actions by the state became increasingly effective. 

Our analysis also suggests a way forward in stalled debates of the 
political opportunity thesis that broad structural opportunities, by 
conferring political advantage on a social group, generate mobilization. 
The political opportunity thesis has made a crucial contribution to the 
sociological study of social movements in recent decades by emphasiz- 
ing the importance of political context for explaining mobilization." 
But attention to political context in isolation does not provide much 
explanatory power in the case of the Black Panther Party. From the 
classic political opportunity perspective, the late 1960s were the period 
in which the civil rights movement declined and thus a period of con- 
tracting political opportunities for blacks generally. That perspective 
makes it hard to understand why, even as the insurgent Civil Rights 
Movement fell apart, revolutionary black nationalism developed and 
thrived. 

Recovering lost insights from early political process writings by 
Doug McAdam and Aldon Morris about the importance of tactical 
innovation for explaining mobilization, we designed this study to focus 
on the development of Panther political practice and influence.!* We 
have found that political context, rather than independently determin- 
ing the extent of mobilization, determines the efficacy of particular 
insurgent practices. The stepwise history of the Black Panther Party’s 
mobilization and influence demonstrates that the relative effectiveness 
of its practices depended on the political context. Panther insurgent 
practices—specifically armed self-defense—generated both influence 
and following when they were both disruptive and difficult to repress. 
But the Panthers became much more repressible when the political 
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context shifted, making it harder for the Party to practice armed self- 
defense and sustain allied support. This history suggests that insurgent 
movements proliferate when activists develop practices that simultane- 
ously garner leverage by threatening the interests of powerful authori- 
ties and draw allied support in resistance to repression. Conversely, 
when concessions undermine the support of potential allies for those 
practices, the insurgency dies out.'¢ 

There is no movement like the Panthers in the United States today 
because the political context is so different from that in the late 1960s. 
This is not to say that the core grievances around which the Panthers 
mobilized have disappeared. To the contrary, large segments of the 
black population continue to live impoverished in ghettos, subject to 
containment policing, and send more sons to prison than to college. 
Many young people in these neighborhoods might well embrace a revo- 
lutionary political practice today if it could be sustained. But crucially, 
the conditions for rallying potential allies have changed. 

The black middle class has greatly expanded since the Panthers’ hey- 
day. Its sons and daughters have access to the nation’s elite colleges 
and universities. Black public sector employment has expanded dra- 
matically: city governments and municipal police and fire departments 
hire many blacks. Blacks have won and institutionalized electoral 
power both locally and nationally. Most blacks in the United States 
today, especially the black middle class, believe their grievances can be 
redressed through traditional political and economic channels. Most 
view insurgency as no longer necessary and do not feel threatened by 
state repression of insurgent challengers. 

No less important, the United States has no military draft today, and 
no draft resistance. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan may be unpop- 
ular, but few people will risk years in jail to oppose them. No New 
Left exists today to embrace a Black Panther Party as its vanguard. 
Internationally, the struggles for national independence have almost all 
been won: the vast majority of the world’s population is no longer colo- 
nized, if not yet truly free. Today, with few potential allies for a revolu- 
tionary black organization, the state could easily repress any Panther- 
like organization, no matter how disciplined and organized. 

The broader question is why no revolutionary movement of any kind 
exists in the United States today. To untangle this question, we need to 
consider what makes a movement revolutionary. Here, the writings of 
the Italian theorist and revolutionary Antonio Gramsci are instructive: 
“A theory is ‘revolutionary’ precisely to the extent that it is an element 
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of conscious separation and distinction into two camps and is a peak 
inaccessible to the enemy camp.” Y In other words, a revolutionary the- 
ory splits the world in two. It says that the people in power and the 
institutions they manage are the cause of oppression and injustice. A 
revolutionary theory purports to explain how to overcome those iniq- 
uities. It claims that oppression is inherent in the dominant social insti- 
tutions. Further, it asserts that nothing can be done from within the 
dominant social institutions to rectify the problem—that the dominant 
social institutions must be overthrown. In this sense, any revolution- 
ary theory consciously separates the world into two camps: those who 
seek to reproduce the existing social arrangements and those who seek 
to overthrow them. 

In this first, ideational sense, many insurgent revolutionary move- 
ments do exist in the United States today, albeit on a very small scale. 
From sectarian socialist groups to nationalist separatists, these revo- 
lutionary minimovements have two things in common: a theory that 
calls for destroying the existing social world and advances an alterna- 
tive trajectory; and cadres of members who have dedicated their lives 
to advance this alternative, see the revolutionary community as their 
moral reference point, and see themselves as categorically different 
from everyone who does not. 

More broadly, in Gramsci’s view, a movement is revolutionary polit- 
ically to the extent that it poses an effective challenge. He suggests that 
such a revolutionary movement must first be creative rather than arbi- 
trary. It must seize the political imagination and offer credible propos- 
als to address the grievances of large segments of the population, cre- 
ating a “concrete phantasy which acts on a dispersed and shattered 
people to arouse and organise its collective will.” 18 But when a move- 
ment succeeds in this task, the dominant political coalition usually 
defeats the challenge through the twin means of repression and con- 
cession. The ruling alliance does not simply crush political challenges 
directly through the coercive power of the state but makes concessions 
that reconsolidate its political power without undermining its basic 
interests.!? A revolutionary movement becomes significant politically 
only when it is able to win the loyalty of allies, articulating a broader 
insurgency.*° 

In this second, political sense, there are no revolutionary movements 
in the United States today. The country has seen moments of large-scale 
popular mobilization, and some of these recent movements, such as the 
mass mobilizations for immigrant rights in 2006, have been “creative,” 
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seizing the imagination of large segments of the population. One would 
think that the 2008 housing collapse, economic recession, subsequent 
insolvency of local governments, and bailout of the wealthy institu- 
tions and individuals most responsible for creating the financial crisis 
at the expense of almost everyone else provide fertile conditions for a 
broad insurgent politics. But as of this writing, it is an open question 
whether a broad, let alone revolutionary, challenge will develop. Recent 
movements have not sustained insurgency, advanced a revolutionary 
vision, or articulated a broader alliance to challenge established politi- 
cal power. 

In our assessment, for the years 1968 to 1970, the Black Panther 
Party was revolutionary in Gramsci’s sense, both ideationally and 
politically. Ideationally, young Panthers dedicated their lives to the rev- 
olution because—as part of a global revolution against empire—they 
believed that they could transform the world. The revolutionary vision 
of the Party became the moral center of the Panther community. To 
stand on the sidelines or die an enemy of the Panther revolution was 
to be “lighter than a feather”—to be on the wrong side of history. To 
die for the Panther revolution was to be “heavier than a mountain”— 
to be the vanguard of the future.?! The Black Panther Party stood out 
from countless politically insignificant revolutionary cadres because it 
was creative politically. For a few years, the Party seized the political 
imagination of a large constituency of young black people. Even more, 
it articulated this revolutionary movement of young blacks to a broader 
oppositional movement, drawing allied support from more moderate 
blacks and opponents of the Vietnam War of every race. 

When expanding political and economic opportunities for blacks 
and the growing consensus among mainstream politicians to wind 
down the Vietnam War opened institutionalized channels for redress- 
ing the interests of key Panther supporters, Panther practices lost their 
political salience. When the political foundation of the Black Panther 
Party collapsed in early 1971, the practices that had won the Panthers 
so much influence became futile. No Panther faction was able to effec- 
tively reinvent itself. 

Even as concessions siphoned off allied support, the state sought 
to vilify the Party, driving a wedge between Panthers and their allies. 
Ultimately, nothing did more to vilify the Panthers than the widely 
publicized evidence of intraorganizational violence and corruption as 
the Party unraveled. Any attempt to replicate the earlier Panther revo- 
lutionary nationalism was now vulnerable to provocation and vilifica- 
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tion. The political “system” had been inoculated against the Panthers’ 
politics.?? 

While minimovements with revolutionary ideologies abound, there 
is no politically significant revolutionary movement in the United States 
today because no cadre of revolutionaries has developed ideas and prac- 
tices that credibly advance the interests of a large segment of the peo- 
ple. Members of revolutionary sects can hawk their newspapers and 
proselytize on college campuses until they are blue in the face, but they 
remain politically irrelevant. Islamist insurgencies, with deep political 
roots abroad, are politically significant, but they lack potential constitu- 
encies in the United States. And ironically, at least in the terrorist vari- 
ant, they tend to reinforce rather than challenge state power domesti- 
cally because their practices threaten—rather than build common cause 
with—alienated constituencies within the United States. 

No revolutionary movement of political significance will gain a foot- 
hold in the United States again until a group of revolutionaries develops 
insurgent practices that seize the political imagination of a large seg- 
ment of the people and successively draw support from other constitu- 
encies, creating a broad insurgent alliance that is difficult to repress or 
appease. This has not happened in the United States since the heyday of 
the Black Panther Party and may not happen again for a very long time. 
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tion resolves (xxi). This perspective, like the political opportunity thesis, gives 
undue weight to the independent role of structure and psychosocial discon- 
tent in determining mobilization. We revise Piven and Cloward’s “Iron Law” 
argument by putting insurgent practices at the center. Structural dislocations 
may generate discontent and destabilize existing roles and relations, but they 
do not independently generate insurgency. Insurgency requires insurgent prac- 
tices that effectively leverage political cleavages. Our analysis of Black Pan- 
ther history shows why insurgency is short-lived. Concessions ameliorate the 
political divisions that feed the insurgency, undermining support for insur- 
gent practices. Whereas the concessions to the Civil Rights Movement directly 
redressed the targets of insurgency and made civil rights organizations part 
of the establishment, the “Iron Law of Oligarchy” played out differently with 
the Panthers. Concessions redressed the interests of Panther allies rather than 
directly addressing those of the Panthers themselves. The costs of appeasing 
allies thus made continued insurgency impossible, and the national organi- 
zation defanged itself, even as some insurgent members threw caution to the 
wind and fought until they were killed or jailed. We don’t believe that indigna- 
tion simply waned nor that the social structure restabilized so forcefully as to 
incapacitate all insurgency. To the contrary, in many historical moments, like 
the late 1960s United States, when revolutionary black nationalism erupted 
even as the insurgent Civil Rights Movement declined, new forms of insur- 
gency emerge even as old forms are incapacitated. 
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346; Scandinavia, 252, 312-14, 337/1g, 
469n14, 476n66; for Seale and New 
Haven Panthers, 252-53, 256; U.S. 
diplomatic relations leading to loss of, 
14, 347, 349-50, 366; Vietnamese, 267, 
270-71, 310, 313-14, 318-21, 337/18, 
375, 464n30, 469nn14,22. See also anti- 
war activism; global anti-imperialism; 
Third World 

Black Panther Party allies—Left, 102-14, 
124-36, 312; antiwar, 102-11, 127-343 
Black Panther leadership of/vanguard 
of, 3, 288-308, 398, 464n27; of Black 
Panther Party for Self-Defense (1967), 
73-82, 102-4; Black Power, 81, 82, 
109-10, 126-27; Eldridge Cleaver rela- 
tions with, 74, 79, 81, 98, 107, 124-26, 
380, 426-2739; factionalism and, 368, 
369; Kenner, 355; New Haven Panthers 
and Seale, 254, 262, 336fig; New York 
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Black Panther Party allies—Left (continued) 
police repression, 157-58; PFP, 108-14, 
124-26, 142, 157, T58, T7Ofig, 319, 
427n39; Progressive Labor Party turn, 
463-64N27; Vs. state repression, 160, 
212, 230, 231, 240, 241, 242, 246, 

254; UFAF, 299-301, 312, 465n34. See 
also Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS)—Black Panther support; white 
New Left support for Black Panthers 

Black Panther Party appeal, 73, 137, 396, 
483n4; armed self-defense creating, 35, 
47s 57, 61-62, 144, 147, 152-54, 159- 
60, 216, 236-37, 342, 344, 365, 3715 
391, 415-16n46; armed self-defense 
support eroding, 342, 352-53, 358, 
366-68, 376, 379, 394-98; to blacks in 
the military, 212; broad, 4, 7, 73, 81, 
137, 160, 195-96, 199-200, 230, 246, 
253-54, 259, 266, 286, 299-318, 346, 
3525 365, 367-68, 391-96, 400, 4715; 
to “brothers on the block,” 34, 146, 
415-16n46; concessions eroding, 342, 
346-52, 366, 371, 390-400, 448-49n27, 
486n22; insurgency evaluated by, 

386; in response to state repression, 

13, 14-15, 160, 224-66, 279-87, 322, 
323/12, 330f1g, 367, 392, 398, 406; of 
revolutionary black men, 96; as victims, 
367; to young blacks, 2, 3, 4, 12, 61, 
138, 143, 145, 152, 159, 200, 236-37, 
246, 287, 391-92, 395-96, 400. See also 
allies; mobilization; resonance 

Black Panther Party appeal—members 
attracted to the Party, 2-3, 4, 50, 181, 
195, 344-45, 391, 393; by armed self- 
defense practices, 35, 47, 57, 61-62, 
144, 147, 152-54, 159-60, 216, 236-37, 
344, 365, 371, 391; Black Panther news- 
paper and, 79; “brothers on the block,” 
34, 146, 415-16n46; Elaine Brown, 
140; Bunchy Carter, 143; Kathleen 
Neal Cleaver, 105, 106; by community 
programs, 152, 181, 194, 1973 by 
Audrea Dunham/Jones, 304; greatest 
growth during greatest state repression 
(mid-1968 through 1970), 4, 5-6, 181, 
202-3, 210-25, 231-33, 242-43, 266, 
286-87, 327fig, 346, 366, 371, 392, 
448-49n27; Hampton, 227; Hugginses, 
139, 140, 169fig; Hutton as first recruit 
to Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, 
45; after Hutton and Martin Luther 
King assassinations, 120, 139, 145-52, 
159, 168fig, 169fig; infiltrators, 237; 


Warren Kimbro, 247; Miranda, 253, 
304; Murray, 269; during Newton’s 
prison term, 353; New York chapter, 
149, 150, 152-54, 248; Rackley, 248; 
after Sacramento gun law delegation, 
61-62; Seattle chapter, 147; women, 
95-98, 105, 193-94; young blacks, 2, 3, 
45 12, 61, 138, 143, 145, 152, 159, 200, 
236-37, 246, 287, 391-92, 395-96, 400. 
See also mobilization; resonance 

Black Panther Party beginnings, 2, 12, 
17, 42-62, 113. See also Black Panther 
Party for Self-Defense 

Black Panther Party chapters and offices, 
2, 159, 181, 392; Baltimore, 186-87, 
310, 438n13; Central Committee ten- 
sions with, 355-56, 358-64, 365, 366, 
367, 478n81; chairmen usually subordi- 
nate to captains, 433n37; Chicago, 232- 
35, 237, 450n26; closing, 380, 381; com- 
munity programs central to, 13, 182-98; 
Denver, 159, 212, 213, 233, 346, 
438n13; Des Moines, 159, 182, 192, 
213, 214, 233; Detroit, 159, 184, 191, 
233, 329fig; east Oakland, 346; falling 
apart, 373; Indianapolis, 159, 212-13, 
233, 438n13; informants infiltrating, 
5, 6, 234, 237-38, 245, 248-51, 325/18, 
393, 450NIO; insurrectionary acts, 368, 
372; Jersey City, New Jersey, 372-73; in 
low-income areas, 196, 220; last closing 
(1982), 3, 389; Los Angeles (Southern 
California chapter), 2, 159, 217, 220-25, 
323-24figs, 355, 376; Newark, 159, 2133 
nonblacks not allowed in, 301, 328fig; 
Oakland beginnings, 2, 44; Oakland 
endings, 380-83; Oakland office, 48, 52, 
163fig, 199; Omaha, 2, 159, 192, 332fig; 
openings, 159, 168fig, 436n78; persist- 
ing as Party declined, 381; purges, 
345-46, 361-62, 366, 478n81; raids by 
law enforcement, 199, 212-15, 221-25, 
231-37, 242, 323-24f18S, 32918, 355, 
372-73, 376; Richmond, 159, 215; 
Sacramento, 159, 214-15; San Diego, 
159, 215, 222, 438n13; San Francisco, 
176fig, 182, 214, 233, 290, 438n13; San 
Quentin, 364-65, 374-75; Vallejo, 182, 
346; weekly reports to National Head- 
quarters, 344; white allies guarding 
offices, 242; Winston-Salem, 2, 179-80, 
189, 190; women’s key role in building 
and leading, 304; written accounts, 8. 
See also Boston Black Panther chapter; 
Chicago Black Panther Party of Illinois; 


Cleveland Black Panther chapter; 
Connecticut Black Panthers; New York 
Black Panther Party; Philadelphia Black 
Panther chapter; Seattle Black Panther 
chapter; Southern California chapter of 
the Black Panthers 

Black Panther Party community programs, 
13, 14, 174fig, 177-98, 392, 43707, 
438n13; black community support 
drawn by, 13, 180-81, 184, 186, 
196-97, 198, 211, 212, 229, 246, 254, 
392; Black Panther newspaper cover- 
age, 368-69, 438n13, 471n5; broad 
insurgency created by, 195-96, 471n5; 
under Elaine Brown, 384, 385; Chicago 
chapter, 182, 187-88, 196, 229, 231-32, 
235, 438n13; clothing distribution, 
176fig, 184, 189, 254, 331/ig; discipline 
and, 471n5; Hilliard championship of, 
184; housing, 70, 148, 179-80, 184; 
lead-abatement projects, 254; local 
allies for, 191; New Haven chapter, 
176fig, 187, 248, 254, 438n13; New 
York chapter, 152, 154, 182, 183-84, 
192, 438n13; outlasting Party’s active 
involvement, 191; political ideology of, 
185-86, 188, 189, 190-91, 195-98, 354- 
55, 367-71, 379-80; Seattle chapter, 
147-48, 182, 187, 192, 327fig, 438013; 
self-defense focus replaced by, 367-71; 
sickle-cell-anemia programs, 9, 188; 
Sickle Cell Anemia Research Founda- 
tion, 184, 188; state repression vs., 184, 
186-90, 192, 197-98, 211; stoplight 
campaign, 112; “survival programs,” 
354-55, 368, 474n44, 478n86; variety 
of, 184; Winston-Salem chapter, 179- 
80, 189, 190; women running, 193-95. 
See also Free Ambulance Program; Free 
Breakfast for Children Program; Free 
Busing to Prison Program; Free Clinics; 
Free Clothing Program; free community 
services; Free Food Distribution Pro- 
gram; Free Pest Control Program; Free 
Pluming and Maintenance Program; 
Free Shoe Program 

Black Panther Party factionalism. See 
factionalism within Black Panther Party 

Black Panther Party finances, 79; annual 
budget (1970), 392; discipline and, 
357-58; donors, 351, 352, 355-56, 358, 
361, 362, 379-80, 485-86n22; Horowitz 
and, 482n49; New Haven chapter, 
248, 253, 262; poverty focus and, 485- 
86n22; Pratt underground, 357, 360; 
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public funding to run service programs, 
384; rules about, 343-44; tensions over, 
355, 357-58, 361, 366. See also free 
community services; fund-raising; legal 
costs 

Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, 
45-62, 68-69, 413n95; becoming Black 
Panther Party, 114; Black Panther Party 
of Northern California rift, 94-95, 
413n953 campus outreach, 80-81; Cen- 
tral Committee communications secre- 
tary Kathleen Cleaver, 106, 172/fig; Field 
Marshall Carmichael, 92-93; guns, 
47-48, 55, 58, 60, 85, 107, 163-6 5figs; 
“ideological support for racial equality,” 
107; law observed by, 45, 47, 49, 54, 58, 
59, 104-5; Left relations (1967), 73-82, 
102-4; Oakland office, 48, 52; patrol- 
ling police, 39, 45-62, 67, 129-30, 141, 
165fig, 416n1; public relations, 73-74; 
Richmond self-defense (1967), 52-58, 
62, 183, 417n8. See also Black Panther 
newspaper; Black Panther Party; Black 
Panther Party beginnings; Sacramento 
gun law delegation (1967) 

Black Panther Party gender issues. See 
black women—Black Panther Party; 
gender issues—Black Panther Party 

Black Panther Party newspaper. See Black 
Panther newspaper 

Black Panther Party political ideology, 396, 
467-68nn6,11, 485n21; vs. capitalism, 
3, 188, 195, 196, 300, 312, 394, 4178; 
community programs, 185-86, 188, 
189, 190-91, 195-98, 354-55, 367-71, 
379-80; factionalism over, 15, 339, 
355-795 383, 386, 478n81; Marxism, 
232, 253, 310-12, 374, 467n6; Newton’s 
articles, 66-69, 95, 98, ITO, 311, 386, 
416n1, 471n5; nonviolence vs. insur- 
rection, 367-72, 377-79, 380; racial 
equality, 107; “revolutionary intercom- 
munalism,” 312, 467-68n11; split over, 
I5, 339, 355-79, 380, 383, 386, 4781081. 
See also armed resistance to authority; 
Black Panther Party political practices; 
revolutionary black nationalism—Black 
Panther Party; Ten Point Program; 
vanguard party, Black Panther 

Black Panther Party political ideology— 
anti-imperialism, 2, 12, 14, ITO, 114, 
400, 467-68n1T; antiwar allies, 3, 32- 
33s 104, 110, $7, 252-53, 309-10, 4005 
of armed self-defense, 146, 160; across 
class and race, 125, 300; global allies, 
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Black Panther Party political ideology— 


anti-imperialism (continued) 

35 12, 135 32-33, III, 252-53, 256, 
270-71, 309-20, 334f1g, 337fi8, 410053; 
liberals ridiculing, 352; loss of appeal of, 
352, 484n12; Marxist, 310-12; Murray, 
269-74; resilience, 287, 484n12; San 
Francisco State students and, 274; state 
repression fueling, 215, 266; unchanging 
core, 312 


Black Panther Party political practices, 


55 95 13, 311, 468n11, 485n13; black 
moderates supporting Panthers in spite 
of, 244, 246, 339, 448n27; conces- 
sions eroding appeal of, 342, 350-51, 
371, 390-400, 448-49n27; disruptive 
capacity of, 136, 386, 391, 394, 406n36; 
draft resistance, 71, 72, 92, 129, 157, 
199-200; efficacy, 160, 397-99, 485n13; 
fund-raising, 248, 351, 355-56, 3613 
impractical both before and after the 
late 1960s, 396; away from insurrection, 
379-81; Intercommunal News Service, 
380; law knowledge, 39, 45, 47, 49, 545 
58, 65; political context, 13, 392-98, 
483n4, 485n13; political opportunity 
thesis, 397-98; poverty focus and 
identification, 195-96, 220, 485-86n22; 
public speaking, 73, 80, 110, 248, 344, 
413-1402, 415-16n46, 475045; San 
Francisco State student strike, 272, 286, 
349; social democracy, 367-72, 380, 
381, 383-86, 394; “traditional politics,” 
369; urban rebellions influencing, 67- 
69, 91-92, 146, 199-200; young blacks 
attracted by, 2, 3, 4, 12, 61, 138, 143, 
145, 152, 159, 200, 236-37, 246, 287, 
391-92, 395-96, 400. See also Black 
Panther newspaper; Black Panther 
Party community programs; Free 
Ambulance Program; Free Breakfast 
for Children Program; Free Busing 

to Prison Program; Free Clothing 
Program; Free Clinics; free community 
services; Free Food Distribution 
Program; “Free Huey!” campaign; Free 
Pest Control Program; Free Pluming 
and Maintenance Program; Free Shoe 
Program; gender issues—Black Panther 
Party; mobilization; rallies; resilience; 
revolutionary black nationalism—Black 
Panther Party; Ten Point Program 


Black Panther Party political practices— 


armed self-defense, 3-4, 13, 14, 81, 98, 
146, 390, 391; aboveground, 386-87; 


allies backing away from, 342, 352-53, 
358, 366, 376, 379, 397-98; appeal of, 
355 47, 37, 61-62, 144, 147, 152-54, 
199-60, 216, 236-37, 342, 344, 365, 
371, 391, 415-16n46; Black Liberation 
Army (BLA) and, 343, 373, 387-89, 
471n5; Black Panther newspaper (May 
15, 1967), 416n1I; in cars, 433n27; Chi- 
cago, 234-35, 238-39; community pro- 
grams replacing, 367-71; concessions 
eroding appeal of, 342, 350-51, 371, 
390, 394-98; CORE event, 93; court 
causes chosen over, 362, 370; critical to 
power and growth (1968-1970), 386; 
demilitarization of image vs., 367-72, 
377-79, 380; Detroit, 329fig; factional- 
ism over, 358-59, 365, 366, 367-72, 
376, 380; guerilla warfare, 69, 212, 354, 
358, 367, 371, 387-89, 394, 4750 45,515 
gun supply (1967), 47-48; Hilliard 
participation, 183; at home/Executive 
Mandate #3, 107, 159-60, 172fig, 179- 
80, 212, 343, 433027; Hutton (1968), 
118-20, 122, 167fig; after King assas- 
sination, 321; lawful, 45, 47, 49, 54, 

58, 59, 104-5, 386; vs. legal struggle, 
362, 370; leverage through, 13, 69, 371, 
386; members attracted by, 47, 61-62, 
147, 152-54, 159-60, 236-37, 365, 3715 
391; Newton developing, 65-69, 165fig, 
413n2, 416n1; Newton vs. Officer Frey 
(October 1967), 99-102, 104, 135, 143, 
146, 152, 166fig, 199, 367, 372, 391-925 
Newton-Seale incident vs. Oakland 
police (early 1967), 45-47; Newton’s 
“In Defense of Self-Defense,” 66-69, 
98; after Newton’s release, 353, 354, 
366, 367; nonviolence chosen instead of, 
367-72, 377-79, 380; vs. office raids by 
police, 212, 221-25, 329/f1g; outlawed, 
61-62, 65, 67, 98, 165fig; patrolling 
police preliminary to, 14, 39, 45-62, 
67, 129-30, 141, 143, 165fig, 183, 215, 
235, 416n1; people’s army, 370; photos, 
163-65figs; political opportunity thesis, 
397-98; Ramparts office, 49-50, 56; 
repression’s effectiveness related to, 
397-98; “revolutionary suicide,” 355, 
476n61; Richmond (1967), 52-58, 62, 
183, 417n8; Rules of the Black Panther 
Party, 3433 Seale’s UC Berkeley speech 
on, 80-81; Seattle chapter, 147; Shabazz 
escort at San Francisco Airport (1967), 
49, 94, 95, 413095; SNCC merger and, 
114; social democracy vs., 367-72, 


376, 380, 394; Ten Point Program, 72; 
training in, 149, 217; UFAF conference, 
301; unraveling of Party without, 385; 
Vietnam War compared with, 310; 
women, 80, 95-96, 107, 154, 172fig, 
303, 316, 376. See also Black Panther 
Party political ideology; guns; insurrec- 
tions; Sacramento gun law delegation 
Black Panther Party, state repression of, 
5, 12, 14, 197-215, 244, 387-98; allied 
support in response to, 13, 14-15, 160, 
224-66, 279-87, 322, 323fig, 330f1g, 
367, 392, 398, 406; allies related to 
effectiveness of, 371, 390, 397-98; 
Chicago, 5-6, 228-29, 231-46, 250-51, 
325fig, 449N4, 450nTO, 450n26; CIA, 3, 
211-12; vs. community programs, 184, 
186-90, 192, 197-200, 211; Defense 
Intelligence Committee, 3, 211-12; 
Democratic Party supporting, 204; 
Detroit rebellion, 89, 111; discipline of 
members in response to, 471n5; disin- 
formation campaigns, 186-87, 210-11, 
218, 228-29; gender issues and, 305-6, 
308; greatest growth of Party during 
greatest repression (mid-1968 through 
1970), 4, 5-6, 181, 202-3, 210-25, 231- 
33, 242-43, 266, 286-87, 327fig, 346, 
366, 371, 392, 448-49n27; Hampton 
and Clark killings, 5-6, 237-46, 250- 
51, 266, 305-6, 325/12, 352, 3555 367, 
375-76; home invasion, 107, 159-60, 
172g, 213-14, 215, 219, 222-23, 343 
House Committee on Internal Security, 
318, 339, 374, 392, 43678; IRS, 211- 
12; Justice Department, 210, 249-50, 
252, 392, 444n44; National Security 
Agency, 3, 212; vs. New Haven Panthers 
and Seale, 248-62, 336fig, 455n22;5 
Nixon, 200, 209-12, 215, 261, 263, 
265, 349; Office raids, 199, 212-15, 221- 
25, 231-37, 242, 323-24figs, 329fig, 
3555 372-735 376; political context influ- 
encing effectiveness of, 396-97; Pratt 
targeted, 356-57; task force on extrem- 
ism, 210; wiretapping, 237, 248, 249, 
250, 253. See also COINTELPRO (FBI) 
vs. Black Panther Party; informants and 
provocateurs; state repression; violence 
Black Panther Party schools, 184, 191-93, 
368-69; alternatives for blacks before 
Panthers, 191; GED (high school 
equivalency) program, 193; liberation 
schools, 184, 192-93, 230, 368, 4741044; 
Oakland Community School/Children’s 
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Institute/Intercommunal Youth Institute 
(IYI), 3, 167fig, 169fig, 175fig, 192-93, 
384 

Black Panther Party of Harlem (RAM- 
affiliated), 42-43 

Black Panther Party of Lowndes County, 
43-44, 141-42 

Black Panther Party of Northern Califor- 
nia, RAM-affiliated, 43, 48-50, 94-95, 
413095 

Black Panther Political Party, Los Angeles, 
140, 141-42, 145 

black political organizations: Black Pan- 
ther conflicts with, 93-95, 145, 218-20, 
221-22, 447n8; Black Panther support 
from, 160, 224-25, 235-36, 239-46, 
266, 274, 279-82, 392; and Eldridge 
Cleaver lecture censorship, 137-38; 
Coalition to Defend the Panthers, 254; 
deep roots, 390-91; gangs as, 227, 
450n10o; insurgent events initiated 
by, 406n36, 424n14, 424nn3,14; Los 
Angeles coalition of, 224-25; mobiliza- 
tion efforts, 4, 391; moderate, 93, 116, 
244, 246, 349; Niagara Movement, 
196; OAAU, 48, 76, 131, 150, 151; rift 
between established leadership and mili- 
tants, 30, 37, 89, 90-91, 93-99, 116-17, 
118, 142; student strike allies, 279-82, 
286-87; Universal Negro Improvement 
Association, 148, 200, 390-91. See also 
Black Panther Party; Civil Rights Move- 
ment; COINTELPRO (FBI) vs. political 
organizations; Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE); factionalism among 
black political organizations; National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP); Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC); Student Nonviolent Coordinat- 
ing Committee (SNCC); Urban League 

Black Power, 12, 13, 37-38, 116, 159; Ali 
as symbol, 131; antiwar activists relat- 
ing to, 41-42, 103, 129, 423n45; Black 
House, 48; Black Panther Party for 
Self-Defense representing, 50, 66-70, 
73, 91, 114, 146; Black Panther schools, 
192; Black Panthers epitomizing, 150; 
Black Panthers most politically potent 
among organizations for, 365; Black P. 
Stone Nation and, 227; Carmichael, 37, 
39-40, 41, 129, 201; civil rights activism 
and thought distinguished from, 395; 
community empowerment vision, 197; 
conflicts beneath surface unity, 142-43; 
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Black Power (continued) 
Democratic Party and, 209; Detroit 
rebellion, 88, 89; draft resistance and, 
126, 133; and Fanon, 67; Ford and, 
149; “Free Huey!” campaign, 104; 
Hugginses, 145, 169fig; Left support- 
ing, 81, 82, 109-10, 126-27; liberals 
against, 203-4; Los Angeles, 140-41, 
145, 266; Malcolm X, 27-28; Murray, 
269; Newton articles on, 67, 68, 69-70; 
New York, 149; SDS conference (1966), 
39-43, 129, 162fig, 413n95; Self-Defense 
Power, 68; “shotgun wedding of the 
radical aspirations of Black Power and 
conventional modes of politics,” 349; 
SNCC and, 37, 113, 123; student strike, 
275; urban rebellions and, 68, 84, 91, 
146. See also Black Panther Party 

Black P. Stone Nation gang, Chicago, 227, 
228-29, 235-36 

Black Resistance against Wars for Oppres- 
sion, Los Angeles Black Congress, 141 

Black Revolution. See revolutionary black 
nationalism 

Blackstone Rangers, Chicago, 227, 228, 
449n4, 450n10 

Black Student Alliance: Los Angeles, 141, 
142, 145; Yale, 260 

Black Student Union (BSU), 272; Black 
Student Union Statewide Convention 
(October 26, 1968), 272; San Francisco 
State College, 269, 271-73, 276, 277, 
278, 281, 284; ten-point program and 

platform, 272; UCLA, 218-19; West 

Coast Black Student Union conference, 

146-47 

black studies, 349; San Francisco State 

College, 271-74, 278, 283, 315, 333/ig, 

349; UC Berkeley, 136, 137; UCLA, 

218, 220 

Black Thought and Culture collection, 

Alexander Street Press, ro 

Black Unitarians for Radical Reform, Los 

Angeles Black Congress, 141 

black women, 7-8; first black female judge 

in Arizona, 450n14; SNCC, 105-6; 

white men taking liberties with, 75 

black women—Black Panther Party: 
armed, 80, 95-96, 107, 154, 172fig, 303, 
316, 376; child care responsibilities, 
193, 195, 306, 466n48; community 
programs, 193-95; gender and sexual 
issues, 7-8, 80, 95-98, 1O$—7, 1355 
17 1fig, 193-95, 303-8, 363; Audrea 
Jones/Dunham, 304, 330fig; mothers, 








305-6, 466n48. See also Brown, Elaine; 
Cleaver, Kathleen Neal; Huggins, 
Ericka 

Black Youth Conference, Los Angeles 
Black Congress, 141, 142-43 

Blauner, Robert, 5, 30 

“blind pig” bars, Detroit, 87-88 

Bloomington, antiwar protests, 132 

Blumenfeld, Regina, 319 

Boggs, James, 88 

Boston: antiwar protests, 132; SDS-black 
coalition, 134 

Boston Black Panther chapter, 159; com- 
munity programs, 188, 189, 438n13; 
Audrea Jones/Dunham, 304, 330/fig; 
Miranda’s organizing skills, 253; 
purges, 346 

Boumedienne, Houari, 314, 316, 321, 
429n22 

Boyette, Bill, 379-80 

Bradford, Amory, 38 

Branch, Ben, 115 

Brandeis, student strike, 265 

Brando, Marlon, 120, 168fig 

Bray, JoAnn, 191 

Brazil, liberation movements, 318, 354, 358 

breakfast programs: government, 186. 
See also Free Breakfast for Children 
Program 

Brent, William Lee, 342, 343 

Brewster, Kingman Jr., 261, 262, 336fig, 


Britain: British Tricontinental Organiza- 
tion, 256; revolutionary movements, 
469n14. See also London 

Brodnik, Joe, 288-89 

Bronx: Black Panther arrests, 373; hospital 
campaign of Puerto Rican Young Lords, 
296; International Section’s U.S. head- 
quarters, 370; liberation school, 192; 
Sekou Odinga named section leader 
for, 150 

Brooklyn: Bar Association, 156; Criminal 
Court, 155-58; Free Breakfast for 
Children Program, 184-85; liberation 
school, 192; Long Island University for 
Black Panther meetings, 149; New York 
Black Panther chapter, 149, 154-55, 
192; Panthers vs. police, 155-59; Patrol- 
men’s Benevolent Association (PBA), 
156, 435n66; plebiscite campaign, 123 

Brooks, Billy, 232 

Brooks, Cleveland, 214 

Brothers, David, 149, 158 

“brothers on the block”: appeal of Black 


Panther Party, 34, 146, 415-16n46; 
Black Panther Party hoping to mobilize, 
34-375 395 65, 66, 95, 193, 415—16N46; 
Bunchy Carter’s street knowledge, 144; 
Malcolm X’s street knowledge, 27; 
Newton’s street knowledge of, 20, 21; 
Watts Community Alert Patrol (CAP), 
39-40, 140-41, 143. See also urban 
ghettos 

Brotsky, Allan, 242 

Brown, Bob, 227 

Brown, Edmund “Pat,” 29, 34, 40 

Brown, Elaine, 8, 9, 140-5, 304; Asia 
trips, 319, 383, 403n1; Black Congress, 
140-45, 4315, 432n9; Black Panther 
newspaper editor, 383; Bunchy Carter 
quoted by, 144-45, 432n17; chair- 
woman, 382, 383-86; “Free Kathleen 
Cleaver and All Political Prisoners” 
cover article, 363; gender issues, 308; 
Ericka Huggins letter, 301; leaving the 
Party, 385; minister of information, 380, 
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